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Abstract 
 
In this dissertation, I explore the interplay of education and empowerment as it is 
lived by seven young Tanzanian women and developed at a unique all-girls’ secondary 
school in Tanzania. Drawing on interviews and participant observation from eight trips 
over four years, this study offers a longitudinal, ethnographic exploration of the school, 
Sasema Secondary School for Girls, to explore the rationale and production of curricula, 
pedagogies and practices that draw on global, national and local notions of empowerment 
and education.  This study illuminates the tensions, vulnerabilities, feats and aspirations 
in young women’s lives through employing a life history approach focusing on three 
young women’s complete life histories. It examines the role that schooling has played, 
and has not played, in what these women describe as a contingent movement from 
vulnerability toward increasing security and well-being.  This dissertation advances two 
main arguments:  First, by exploring the practices and pedagogies at Sasema that young 
women have found to be valuable in their lives both at and beyond school, it 
demonstrates the significance of, and possibilities for, emotional and social learning 
through schooling while underscoring the importance of care in schools.  As such, this 
research reinforces calls to conceptualize educational quality beyond the metrics of 
academic knowledge or vocational skills, traditionally thought of as schooling’s raison 
d’être, toward more holistic notions of education for the whole person.  Second, this 
study complicates and adds nuance to accepted notions of empowerment through 
education by offering deeply contextualized portraits of young women’s lives as they 
understand them to be unfolding.  Although empowerment is frequently analyzed in 
  vi 
economic or political terms, this work reveals that, for these young women, 
empowerment is also profoundly psychosocial and even corporeal. Furthermore, 
additional forces, such as family, religion and community, are at play in their notions of 
processes that advance their well-being and the well-being of others.  As such, this study 
reveals disjunctures between empowerment through education as it lived by young 
women in Tanzania and as discussed by scholars of international development, education 
and gender.   
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Chapter One:  Education and Empowerment for Young Women 
 
We call upon the developed nations to support the expansion of education 
opportunities for girls in the developing world.  We call upon all communities . 
. . to ensure freedom and equality for women so that they can flourish. We 
cannot all succeed when half of us are held back.  We call upon our sisters 
around the world to be brave – to embrace the strength within themselves and 
realise their full potential... Education is the only solution.  
                                         -- Malala Yousafzai, 2013 speech at the United Nations  
                                                                  (Global Education First Initiative, 2013) 
 
 
The story of Pakistani schoolgirl Malala Yousafzai encapsulates a continued 
struggle around girls’ education.  Yousafzai’s public critique of the Taliban’s restrictions 
on girls’ schooling resulted in an assassination attempt that left her with severe injuries, 
multiple surgeries and months of recovery.  Yet less than a year following her shooting, 
on her 16th birthday and a day that Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon named Malala Day, 
Yousafzai gave a rousing speech to world leaders gathered at United Nations 
headquarters in which she urged them to persist in their support of girls’ education, 
calling education “the only solution” for freedom and equality (Global Education First 
Initiative, 2013).  Her speech, quoted above, claimed a strong articulation between 
schooling and female empowerment, a linkage frequently invoked in popular and 
scholarly discourses.  This linkage between education and empowerment for females, 
violently opposed by the Taliban, is extolled by donors, policymakers, governments, 
activists and development practitioners. But does this connection withstand close 
scrutiny?  Is formal education through schooling the primary way to empower girls and 
women?  Furthermore, do young women in school view this connection in the same way 
policymakers do? 
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It is a time of global reflection as 2015, the target year for the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) to be achieved, has now passed.  The MDGs, committed to 
by members of the United Nations in 2000 and written with the intention of eradicating 
extreme poverty, expanding education, promoting gender equality and improving health 
and environmental sustainability within 15 years, met with varying degrees of success.  
The goal of universal primary education (Goal Two) was close to being achieved (United 
Nations, 2015).  However, Goal Three, the promotion of gender equality and 
empowerment of women, showed more uneven results.  While significant gains were 
made in areas such as girls accessing primary school and women securing more positions 
of political leadership, Goal Three fell short of intended targets in other areas, including 
women gaining access to higher education, securing employment beyond agriculture and 
accessing reproductive health care (United Nations, 2015).  In a recent report charting the 
progress of the Millennium Development Goals, the UN stated that in order to realize:  
[G]ender equality and empowerment of women, it is critical to address the key 
areas of gender inequality, including gender-based discrimination in law and in 
practice; violence against women and girls; women’s and men’s unequal 
opportunities in the labour market; the unequal division of unpaid care and 
domestic work; women’s limited control over assets and property; and women’s 
unequal participation in private and public decision making. (United Nations, 
2015, p. 31)   
 
At the nexus of Goal Two and Goal Three lies the issue of education for girls and young 
women, often understood to be the first step toward gender equality and empowerment of 
girls and women.  Yet expanded opportunities for schooling for girls has not, as of yet, 
produced commensurate gains in several indicators of female empowerment, and 
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“women continue to be denied equal opportunity with men to participate in decisions that 
affect their lives” (United Nations, 2013c, p.5).  Why?  
This dissertation examines this apparent paradox by considering whether and how 
schooling can engender empowerment processes for young women.  In particular, I seek 
to explore the meaning of empowerment for young Tanzanian women who have attended 
an unusual secondary school with an explicit mission of girls’ empowerment and an 
emphasis on providing high quality education to girls who would otherwise have no other 
means of attending school.  My study considers how these young women believe the 
education they have received has changed their lives for the better, and how it has not.  It 
examines processes of empowerment—and disempowerment—through schooling from 
the perspectives of seven2 young women and, using a life history approach, it offers their 
varied accounts of their lives before, during and after attending this school as a way of 
illustrating the possibilities and limitations of schooling to create empowered lives.  It 
examines the role that schooling has played, and has not played, in what these women 
describe as a contingent movement from vulnerability toward increasing security, well-
being and a modern, in(ter)dependent, femininity which these young women view as 
desirable and possible.   
This dissertation advances two main arguments:  First, by exploring the practices 
and pedagogies at Sasema that young women have found to be valuable in their lives 
both at and beyond school, it demonstrates the significance of, and possibilities for, 
emotional and social learning through schooling while underscoring the importance of 
                                                
2 This dissertation features three young women’s complete life histories in chapters five, six and seven, but 
draws from four other young women’s life histories to contrast and complement themes.  This decision is 
explained more thoroughly in Chapter Three.   
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care in schools.  As such, this research reinforces calls to conceptualize educational 
quality beyond the metrics of academic knowledge or vocational skills, traditionally 
thought of as schooling’s raison d’être, toward more holistic notions of education for the 
whole person.  Second, this study complicates and adds nuance to accepted notions of 
empowerment through education by offering deeply contextualized portraits of young 
women’s lives as they understand them to be unfolding.  Although empowerment is 
frequently analyzed in economic or political terms, this work reveals that, for these young 
women, empowerment is also profoundly psychosocial and even corporeal. Furthermore, 
additional forces such as family, religion and community are at play in their notions of a 
process of advancing their well-being and the well-being of others.  As such, this study 
reveals disjunctures between empowerment through education as it lived by young 
women in Tanzania and discussed by scholars of international development, education 
and gender. I now frame the issue of girls’ education and empowerment within the field 
of international development and education with the intention of establishing the need for 
this study. 
Situating the Study in the Field 
 
The concept of education as panacea for development has been applied to girls’ 
education for the past 20 years (Vavrus, 2003).  Following former Harvard President 
Lawrence Summers’s 1994 address to the World Bank quantifying the returns of female 
education (Lloyd, 2009), it became commonsense to conclude that girls’ schooling will 
benefit the economy, public and reproductive health, and social development.  Although 
some recent studies have called into question this linear relationship (see, for example, 
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Chisamaya, DeJaeghere, Kendall & Khan, 2012 as well as literature in Chapter Two of 
this dissertation), numerous other studies have demonstrated positive impacts of 
schooling on girls’ lives, including contrasting fertility, maternal mortality and economic 
participation for girls who have completed various levels of schooling at national or 
regional levels (e.g. Levine, Lloyd, Greene & Grown, 2008; LeVine, LeVine, Rowe & 
Schnell-Anzola, 2004; Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2004).  Yet while such studies 
identify macro-level correlations, they reveal little about what occurs in schools that 
might explain such patterns.  Further, economic and demographic studies generally 
provide very little understanding of young women’s own perspectives on the various 
impacts of schooling on their lives beyond the school setting.  A question central to my 
dissertation, based on this gap in the literature, is: What do young women themselves say 
about schooling that might explain how it produces such transformations?   
Narrowing the focus from development broadly toward the concept of 
empowerment, the coupling of girls’ schooling and female empowerment began to be in 
evidence within the discourse of international development practitioners and 
policymakers at the 1990 World Conference on Education for All (EFA) in Jomtien.  
This linkage gained further traction at the 1994 UN Conference on Population and 
Development (Vavrus, 2003) and the World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 
(Unterhalter 2007), where the Beijing Declaration targeted women’s empowerment in its 
mission statement.  Additionally, the Beijing Platform for Action included expanded 
education for females (United Nations, 1995).  This connection was further solidified and 
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made explicit at the second Education for All (EFA) conference in Dakar in 2000, as seen 
in its call to remove gender disparities in education (Unterhalter, 2007).   
Yet even as the term “empowerment” has become a popular term in development 
declarations and even corporate campaigns, it remains an oft-contested concept within the 
academy (Monkman, 2011), and an agreed-upon definition is elusive.  Generally, 
however, the notion of empowerment within the academy differs from aforementioned 
instrumentalist notions of the benefits of schooling frequently espoused in the 
development rhetoric in that it also includes more intrinsic notions of well-being such as 
increased confidence and agency (Ross et al., 2011).  A variety of theorists have 
conceptualized empowerment as a process (Kabeer, 1999; Stromquist, 2002) that 
includes both changes in a girl’s relationships with others (Rowlands, 1995) and in her 
own view of herself as agentic (Nussbaum, 2011).  The different ways empowerment has 
been conceptualized will be explored more thoroughly in Chapter Two.   
For the purposes of this dissertation, I conceptualize empowerment broadly as a 
process that expands one’s ability to influence one’s own life.  This may include intrinsic 
processes, relational processes and extrinsic processes as well as structures that support 
one’s ability to exercise agency, by which I mean the capacity to act, which is 
socioculturally mediated (Ahern, 2001, p. 112).  While such a conceptualization may 
seem vague in its expansiveness, I adopted this working definition for its ease of 
application and ability to accommodate instrumental (economic, political), relational 
(social, communal) and intrinsic (imagination, self-regard) notions of empowerment, as 
these are notions which I suspected might arise in young women’s own 
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conceptualizations and experiences.  This spacious definition provides a frame for what I 
hoped to understand through my research while eschewing a level of specificity that 
could hinder my hospitality toward the perspectives of the young women themselves: I 
intended, from the outset of this study, to remain open to participants’ conceptualizations 
of empowerment, and I hoped my thinking would be able to be in dialogue with their 
conceptualizations. 
While conceptualizations of empowerment have proliferated in scholarly and 
practitioner discourses, very few empirical studies have explored of processes of female 
empowerment within and through schooling through an in-depth qualitative study of a 
particular school and the lives of young women who attended it.  Notable exceptions, 
which will be discussed in Chapter Two, include Vavrus (2003), Bajaj (2005), Bajaj and 
Pathmarajah, (2011), Murphy-Graham (2008; 2012) and Shah (2011).  Still fewer studies 
have explored this process longitudinally by following the same young women over time 
as Seeberg (2011), Murphy-Graham (2012) and Vavrus (2013) have done, and an 
extensive literature review revealed no studies that examine processes of empowerment 
in the context of life histories of individual young women embedded within an 
ethnographic exploration of their schooling experiences.  Thus, there remains a need to 
explore how processes of empowerment unfold over time from the perspective of those 
who experience them from specific historical, social and cultural contexts, asking the 
following questions:  What does empowerment mean to young women who have attended 
secondary school?  What do young women understand as the possibilities and limitations 
of schooling to change their lives? 
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Shifting attention from female empowerment toward schooling itself, the push to 
ensure girls have access to schooling has, as of late, given way to a focus on gender 
equity and increasing educational quality within and through schooling.  This shift has 
been in response to a combination of increased access to school for girls worldwide and 
the growing focus on girls’ and women’s empowerment alongside evidence of persistent 
gendered inequalities as measured by a variety of global indicators.  This changing focus 
can be discerned in a large body of scholarship examining a variety of ways in which 
schooling does not support female empowerment in diverse contexts (e.g. Homarsdottir, 
Ekne & Augestad, 2011; DeJaeghere & Lee, 2011; DeJaeghere & Miske, 2009; Vavrus, 
2006).  The shift is further evidenced in emerging literature that examines pedagogies and 
practices that are framed as being beneficial for girls.  In Chapter Two, I will further 
explore promising practices such as peer mentoring (Bruce & Hallman, 2008), the 
presence of guardian teachers (Mballa, Schapink & Boerma, 1998) and the provision of 
life skills education with an emphasis on gender equality (Bajaj, 2009a).  These studies, 
while illuminating, have not always privileged young women’s own views on how 
pedagogies and school environments affect their lives as they understand them to be 
unfolding during and immediately after secondary school. There is a need, therefore, to 
further explore the following question:  What processes, practices and pedagogies do 
young women find empowering or disempowering within schools?  
Introduction to the Site and Affiliation 
 
While I have posed these questions above in broad terms, I hold they are not 
answerable in any single, universal sense.  Rather, such questions can only be explored 
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from particular locations in time and place, within the contexts of specific schools and in 
the unfolding of individual young women’s lives.  The context from which I explore 
these questions in this study is Sasema School,3 a boarding school in rural Tanzania, a 
country in which I have intermittently studied, taught, lived and researched over the past 
20 years.  Sasema is an all-girls’ empowerment-oriented secondary school specializing in 
educating young women who have no other means to attend schooling, young women 
who are labelled as marginalized, at-risk or vulnerable.  Even as it offers unique curricula 
and pedagogies with an emphasis on social, emotional and vocational learning for these 
young women, Sasema is typical of other Tanzanian secondary schools in other ways, all 
of which I explore more thoroughly in Chapter Four, an ethnographic examination of 
Sasema.   
Sasema is partnering with an international NGO to offer students vocational 
training as well as financial and entrepreneurial education.  In 2011, the University of 
Minnesota, led by Professors Joan DeJaeghere and David Chapman, obtained a grant 
from to serve as learning and evaluation partner for this NGO.  In this capacity, faculty 
and graduate students from the University of Minnesota have worked closely with 
Sasema to assess the longitudinal impact of this education and training.  My role in this 
evaluation led to my initial affiliation with the school as I collected, analyzed and 
presented interview data at Sasema during seven visits over four years.  In interviews, 
students articulated to my fellow researchers4 and me the multiple impacts of this 
                                                
3 Sasema is a pseudonym.  I use Sasema and other pseudonyms for individuals, places and institutions so as 
to protect participants’ confidentiality.    
4 In the University of Minnesota-related evaluation, interviews are conducted in groups of three:  A 
Tanzanian research assistant interviewer, a Tanzanian research assistant translator and a University of 
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schooling on their knowledge, skills, relationships, self-conceptualizations, aspirations, 
imagined futures and, broadly, lives.  I became familiar with years of qualitative 
interview data revealing that students believed the school provided an exceptionally high 
quality education.  Having graduated its first class in 2013, I concluded that Sasema 
served as the ideal site from which to examine, over time, how and whether the 
articulation between education and empowerment for girls and women holds up from the 
perspective of young women themselves.  
I chose to employ a rather unusual approach, at least in studies of comparative and 
international development education, of life history methodology.  Marks (1989) 
describes why a life history approach is uniquely suited for understanding processes of 
empowerment: “For it is through the presentation of the life story that we can try to 
capture both the internality of experience and externality of structure. . . we grapple with 
the central problem of human agency” (p. 40).  I hoped that co-constructing life histories 
with seven young women who had completed their studies at Sasema would serve as a 
tableau that elucidated processes of empowerment.  I anticipated that in-depth portraits of 
young women’s lives alongside an ethnographic exploration of their school would enrich 
our understandings of how schooling presents young women with benefits, 
responsibilities and even risks, and how they take up the idea of empowerment and 
negotiate the task of becoming the empowered women they were educated to be once 
beyond the protective walls of Sasema. 
                                                                                                                                            
Minnesota (UMN) transcriber.  Judith Merinyo Avugwi, who served as my research assistant on this study, 
was one of the Tanzanian research assistants on the UMN evaluation and thus, like me, was familiar with 
the participants in this study as well as the school itself prior to this study’s inception.   
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Statement of Study Purpose and Study Questions 
 
 This longitudinal, ethnographically-informed examination of Sasema, an all-
girls’, empowerment-oriented secondary school in Tanzania, explores the impact of high 
quality secondary schooling on young women’s lives as perceived by seven of its former 
students.  Drawing on in-depth life histories of young women who attended this school 
and who have been characterized as marginalized and vulnerable, the study further 
explores which practices, pedagogies and processes of schooling they value and how they 
have viewed, (re-)negotiated and enacted notions of empowerment in their lives before 
they started at Sasema, while they attended Sasema, and in the years after they either 
graduated or left the school.  This study aims to answer the following questions: 
1. What does empowerment mean to young women in Tanzania who have led lives 
marked by structural5 disempowerment but who are subsequently enrolled in a 
school with an explicit empowerment mission? 
2. What do young women studying at Sasema understand as the possibilities and 
limitations of schooling to change their lives? 
3. How do Sasema students understand the pedagogies, processes and practices of 
Sasema as having fostered or impeded their empowerment?  
                                                
5	Broadly, by structural disempowerment, I refer to unequal access to, a dearth of support from or exclusion 
from social, economic and legal structures such as schools, health care, civic and governmental institutions, 
markets, the right to claim inheritance, etc.  This exclusion or truncated access is rooted in, sometimes 
explicitly and other times implicitly, constructs such as gender, race, socio-economic status, national, 
ethnic or family affiliation, etc., or a combination thereof.  For example, all young women in this study had 
previously been made to leave either primary or secondary school prior to completion due to various 
combinations of their gender and socio-economic statuses, and all experienced various other forms of 
structural marginalization, as will be made clear in subsequent chapters.   
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Paradigms Informing this Study 
 
This dissertation is informed by two overarching paradigms -- interpretivist and 
critical paradigms.  An interpretivist orientation, which assumes that reality is variably 
constructed and therefore unable to be known uncoupled from particular perspectives of 
time and social context, is valuable in understanding and contextualizing human 
experiences and meaning making.  As such, an interpretivist orientation can well attend 
to and illuminate multiply-constructed meanings in diverse contexts, including what 
empowerment means to young women in Tanzania.  However, the conceptualizations of 
empowerment that circulate at Sasema are not wholly Tanzanian, drawing also from 
global ideas about women’s empowerment that are brought to the school through several 
Sasema staff and faculty whose backgrounds or education are rooted in the global North.  
In this regard, this study seeks to illuminate “the extent to which and manner in which 
globalizing processes are mediated on the ground, in the flesh” (Singh, Kenway & Apple, 
2005, p.8).  This recognition that young women’s understandings are not solely their own 
internally-generated constructions demands that I couple an interpretivist approach with 
one that recognizes the ideologies and structures at work in young women’s schooling 
experiences. 
A critical orientation allows me to contextualize young women’s meanings, 
experiences and perspectives as part of my analysis of existing social, economic and 
political power structures, many of which have heretofore been disempowering to these 
particular young women.  More specifically, I draw on critical feminist work that 
conceptualizes gender itself as a social construction, a construction that operates in ways 
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that are often oppressive for women and girls.  Butler writes:  "If gender is a kind of a 
doing, an incessant activity performed, in part, without one’s knowing and without one’s 
willing, it is not for that reason automatic or mechanical. On the contrary, it is a practice 
of improvisation within a scene of constraint" (2004, p. 1).  This quote is characteristic of 
a critical lens insofar as it attends to the structural constraints many females face.  With 
the word “improvisation”, however, and the refusal of static or automatic gendered 
production, this quote also points to a more hopeful side of critical feminist work in that 
it affirms human agency, leaves open the possibility of emancipation and refuses to 
believe in the “inevitability of inequality” (Deutsch, 2007, p.1).   Indeed, Butler 
continues: “Feminism is about the social transformation of gender relations” (2004, p. 
204).  This study is centrally concerned with understanding whether and how young 
women improvise to create empowering conditions for themselves in contexts in which 
constructions of gender are frequently constraining, particularly after having been 
educated in a school that more explicitly confronts oppressive gendered relations than 
most schools. 
I draw on the work of critical feminist standpoint theorists who call for the 
privileging of voices, knowledges and perspectives that have been historically 
marginalized.  With regard to epistemology, both critical feminist standpoint theories and 
postmodern theories hold that transcendent objectivity is not possible.  However, where 
the two part ways is with the notion that neutral objectivity remains an ideal – however 
elusive - at all, an epistemological premise paradoxically shared by postmodernists and 
positivists.  Yet rather than abandon the pursuit of knowledge of a knowable world as a 
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few postmodernists have suggested, critical standpoint feminist theorists hold that our 
knowledge is distinctly situated and embodied, yet nonetheless real.  Human knowledge, 
they claim, arises because of and from our connectedness with and within the world, not 
in spite of it.  As Moya states, “(K)knowledge is produced not in isolation from the world 
but through engagement with it” (2010, p. 466).  In a quote that illuminates this 
epistemological stance as well as points to feminists’ insights about the social 
construction of gender, Haraway writes: “I am arguing for politics and epistemologies of 
location, positioning, and situating, where partiality and not universality is the condition 
of being heard to make rational knowledge claims.  These are claims on people’s lives” 
(1988, p. 376).   
More directly addressing how power is related to such knowledge claims, 
Haraway writes, “‘Subjugated’ standpoints are preferred because they seem to promise 
more adequate, sustained, objective, transforming accounts of the world” (1988, p. 374).  
In my view, this statement does not imply an essentialized notion of females or anyone 
else who might be considered ‘subjugated’ or marginalized.  Rather, it suggests we take 
people’s accounts of their own lives seriously, and that historically marginalized 
perspectives may be more likely to be able to point toward possibilities of liberation 
because of the ways in which they have to negotiate dominant structures, relationships 
and discourses for their survival.  Further, it suggests a major task of education and 
development work toward empowerment may be to understand, privilege and share 
marginalized perspectives and contextual realities.  As Hartsock says, “A feminist 
standpoint picks out and amplifies the liberatory possibilities contained in that 
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experience” (2010, p. 317).  When applied to the fields of international development and 
education, such a stance challenges the notion of authoritative knowing residing with 
educational or development experts who may well have extensive technical knowledge 
but little grounded understanding of the lived realities of those whom their development 
interventions would seek to empower.  This study, therefore, is concerned with 
privileging young Tanzanian women’s perspectives on their lives to examine whether, 
how, and under what conditions young Tanzanian women can, with the support of their 
schooling experiences, embody empowerment.   
Significance of the study 
 
 It is my intention that this study will engage with and contribute to several 
conversations in a variety of fields.   First, this study will contribute to the growing body 
of ethnographic studies of schooling in sub-Saharan Africa.  While there are a number of 
qualitative studies of secondary schooling in Tanzania, the most robust ethnographic 
studies of secondary schooling are mainly limited to the Kilimanjaro region (Stambach, 
2000; Vavrus, 2003).  Sasema is in a different region of Tanzania6, in an area that has 
seen dramatically less educational development than Kilimanjaro.  Thus, in contrast to 
the ethnographies in Kilimanjaro, the young women who attend Sasema comprise the 
first generation of secondary school students in their families, and many of their parents 
did not attend any primary school.  Beyond Masemann’s (1974) ethnography of a West 
African all-girls’ school, I know of no other ethnographies of all-girls’ secondary schools 
in sub-Saharan Africa.  Further, in many ways Sasema presents a positive case study of 
                                                
6 In order to preserve the anonymity of all participants, I obscure the location of Sasema, including the 
region in which it resides. 
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secondary schooling for young women in sub-Saharan Africa with regard to the level of 
support and quality of instruction the young women receive.  While I know of a similar 
study at a co-educational school in Zambia (Bajaj, 2005; 2009a; 2009b), I know of no 
studies at an all-girls’ school with an explicit female empowerment mission in sub-
Saharan Africa.   
My intention is also for this work to contribute to the literature on girls’ schooling 
in the global South in a variety of ways.  First, by exploring this school from the 
perspectives of teachers, the families of the young women have attended it and, most 
importantly, the young women themselves, this study attempts to go beyond what the 
majority of qualitative studies of schooling for girls and women accomplish with regard 
in scope of inquiry and consideration of a variety of perspectives. Additionally, by 
providing an in-depth examination of practices at an all-girls’ secondary school that many 
consider exemplary, it can contribute to the growing body of research on promising 
approaches for high quality girls’ schooling in the global South.  More specific areas 
within this literature in which this study is likely to make a contribution include 
qualitative studies of girls-only educational contexts, caring in schools, life skills and sex 
education curricula and, to a lesser extent, studies of vocational, financial and 
entrepreneurial education for girls.   
The methodological combination of life histories alongside an ethnographic 
exploration of a school is also likely to contribute to both gender and education studies as 
well as anthropological literature on schooling.  Life histories, situated in their historical, 
social, cultural and economic contexts, offer readers an in-depth understanding of what 
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the concept of empowerment means and looks like to young Tanzanian women 
themselves.  The longitudinal nature of this study also provides a rare opportunity to 
examine empowerment as a process of change over several years, something that many 
empirical studies do not attempt.  By examining the impact of schooling in the life 
trajectories of a small number of young women, this study attempts to further our 
understandings of how the transnational concept of “the empowered woman” is taken up, 
re-negotiated and contextualized in variable, contingent and shifting ways in the lives of 
young women once they have moved beyond the school setting.  Analyzing young 
women’s perceptions as revealed in a series of interviews conducted over a span of years 
reveals changing perceptions on key matters of schooling and beyond.     
Finally, by privileging the voices, perceptions, understandings and values of the 
young women themselves, I hope this study will in some small way redress an imbalance 
I see within the wider international development world.  Young women in Africa, 
particularly those who have experienced structural marginalization, have little economic 
security or have been labeled as vulnerable, have too often been viewed as objects of 
development and empowerment initiatives. In these studies, young women’s lives can be 
seen as a series of problems to be solved.  Those who are given the responsibility of the 
solving these problems are experts who are seen as bringing “empowerment” from the 
outside to acquiescent recipients.  In contrast, this study, while acknowledging the many 
challenges with which Sasema students contend, instead views young women as subjects 
and authors of their own empowerment even though they are living with many structural 
constraints and have done so since they were children.  Goodson writes, "We need to 
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move from life stories to life histories, from narratives to genealogies of contexts, 
towards a modality that embraces stories of action within theories of context” (1995, p. 
98, emphasis in the original).  Stories of action within theories of context – this is the 
element I find missing in the field of CIDE, and something I hope to achieve in this 
study.   
Conclusion 
 
In this chapter, I have sought to introduce the apparent paradox of schooling and 
empowerment for girls and women.  At a time of increasing school participation by girls 
and young women, several measures of female empowerment still indicate that females 
lag behind their male counterparts.  Why, then, the widespread articulation in the 
development and education literature between schooling and empowerment for girls and 
women?  Furthermore, what does empowerment mean, if anything, when viewed from 
the perspective young women who are the intended beneficiaries of empowerment 
through schooling?  This study is an attempt to examine this paradox and shed light on 
these questions with an ethnographic examination of Sasema, a Tanzanian secondary 
school designed to empower its students who are considered vulnerable or marginalized. 
In addition, this study employs life history methodology to draw on the perspectives, 
experiences and aspirations of seven their own young women who attended it to examine 
the notion of empowerment through schooling, and in particular the ways in which 
certain aspects of Sasema may, or may not, have been empowering.  I have situated this 
study in interpretivist and critical feminist paradigms and in the field of comparative and 
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international development education.  The next chapter continues with a deeper 
contextualization of this study in relevant literatures. 
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Chapter Two:  A Review of the Literature 
 
Introduction 
 
 The purpose of this chapter is to situate this study theoretically, historically and 
within the larger scholarly discussions which inform my understandings and with which I 
intend this work to engage.  I will examine the history of schooling in Tanzania from 
colonialism to the present, concluding with the present day divergence between young 
men and women’s rates of enrollment in secondary schools.  The next section will 
discuss the present conditions in Tanzanian secondary schools with an emphasis on the 
constraints faced by young women, constraints which help explain fewer numbers of 
young women being enrolled in secondary school.  The remainder, and majority, of this 
chapter is a review of three large bodies of theoretical and empirical literature that answer 
the following question:  What arguments have been made about how schooling changes 
young women’s lives?  I will explore three views on this question:  schooling for 
development, schooling for empowerment and quality schooling for girls.  I will conclude 
with a discussion of how I see these views, particularly the latter two, as influencing my 
own work at Sasema in Tanzania. 
History of Schooling in Tanzania 
 
From instruction around community initiation rituals to Koranic schools along the 
Swahili coast, and from mission schooling to schooling for a socialist society and later 
for capitalist modes of production, education in Tanzania has greatly varied in form and 
purpose over time.  For the purposes of this dissertation, I focus on formal schooling in 
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the Western sense.  Schooling in Tanzania can be understood broadly as having three 
phases: (1) mission and colonial education; (2) President Nyerere’s socialist education 
policies for self-reliance that emphasized universal primary education; and (3) the 
embrace of capitalism leading to the current state of education, which may be viewed as a 
crisis of quality and opportunity.   
Missionaries organized formal schools in Tanzania shortly after German conquest 
in the late 1880s.  The first schools originated in mission posts scattered unevenly in what 
was then Tanganyika (then part of German East Africa) in the 1890s, when Catholic and 
Lutheran missionaries taught mainly male students with the intention of creating 
evangelists and teachers (Vavrus, 2003).  In many cases, the idea of sending sons to 
school was resisted by Tanzanians, for this meant lost labor (Vavrus, 2003).  Yet as the 
presence of Europeans increased, some communities embraced the strategic advantages 
afforded by education in dealing with their colonizers.  On Mt. Kilimanjaro, for example, 
Chagga chiefs organized the construction of more schools, and missionaries expanded 
schooling to include girls, albeit for the limited purposes of evangelism, emphasizing 
hygiene and disseminating Victorian ideals of mothering (Vavrus, 2003; 2016).  As 
German political authority expanded, imposing taxes as they gained footing, the 
economic and social advantages attached to education forced more Tanzanian families to 
conclude enrolling their children was in their best interests (Spear, 1997).  Nevertheless, 
educational development under colonial rule was limited and concentrated in areas of 
mission or colonial activity (Vavrus, Bartlett & Salema, 2013).   
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As the political landscape of the country changed during the 20th century from 
being a British colonial authority (Tanzania had become a British protectorate following 
WWI) to a newly independent Tanzania in 1961, President Julius K. Nyerere outlined the 
ways in which education in socialist Tanzania would depart in purpose and form from the 
colonial system.  Seeking to expand access, his “education for self-reliance” 
(kujitegemea) emphasized free universal primary education in Kiswahili for all children, 
regardless of race, gender or religion, as key to developing a unified, literate, egalitarian 
Tanzanian society (Nyerere, 1968; Mbilinyi, 2003).  This led to a period of rapid school 
expansion, and by the early 1980s primary schooling in Tanzania showed enrollment at 
90% and gender parity (Mbilinyi, 2003).  It was during this period that the present day 
structure of Tanzania’s educational system was established involving seven years of 
primary school in Kiswahili, four years of Ordinary Level secondary school (Forms One-
Four) and two years of Advanced Level secondary school (Forms Five-Six) in English 
followed by tertiary education, which is also in English. 
Nyerere’s belief that primary education was sufficient for most Tanzanians meant 
there were far fewer secondary schools and only one university in socialist Tanzania, 
leading to fierce competition for scarce positions at secondary and tertiary institutions.  
Further, Nyerere held that secondary and tertiary schooling ought not to be pursued for 
status or economic advantage as in the colonial past, but rather for specialized roles “for 
the service of many” (1968, p. 62).  He saw the hierarchical, privileging structures in the 
inherited colonial system as at odds with his vision of an egalitarian Ujaama 
(familyhood) society, and he called for a shift to a more active and engaged pedagogy, 
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where teachers would depart from the lecture model that emphasized memorizing facts 
determined by a national syllabus.  He emphasized that because education was to be put 
toward the building of the new nation, learning should no longer be a mere bookish 
endeavor that placed undue emphasis on exams (Nyerere, 1968).  Yet, as will be clear 
shortly, his visions of egalitarian, student-centered, non-test driven learning for 
communal development did not materialize.   
The 1980’s transition to capitalism ushered in a period of upheaval as structural 
adjustment policies (SAPs), conditions imposed by the International Monetary Fund and 
the World Bank that included privatization and the adoption of economic austerity 
measures, led to a decline in educational access and quality that has since lingered across 
the country (Vavrus, 2005; Samoff, 1993).  In Tanzania, SAPs required divestiture in 
many public institutions, including schools, resulting in rising school fees and, 
accordingly, a drop in enrollment:  In the ten years between 1982 and 1992, the primary 
gross enrollment ratio (GER) fell from 98% to 70% (Index Mundi, 2014, citing UNESCO 
statistics).   As privatization brought a shift in the responsibility for payment of school 
fees from the government to the family level, it exacerbated regional, ethnic and 
economic inequalities, with advantages accumulating with those whose positions were 
sufficiently established to pay rising school fees or, more recently, able to send their 
children to English-medium primary schools in preparation for secondary school 
(Mbilinyi, 2003; Vavrus, 2002).  SAPs also led to further neglect of already harsh 
physical conditions, such as a lack of latrines and decaying school infrastructure. 
  24 
  Yet by the turn of the millennium, international policy makers’ priorities had 
shifted from requiring countries to align the provision of education with the market and to 
institute fees for service toward an emphasis on ensuring access to basic education as a 
human right.  At a World Education Forum meeting in Dakar, Senegal in 2000, policy 
makers issued an urgent recommitment to the original goals of EFA, which had been 
agreed upon in Jomtien in 1990 (UNESCO, 2014).  Reflecting this reversal toward 
ensuring Universal Primary Education (UPE), the government of Tanzania soon passed 
the Primary Education Development Program (PEDP) in 2001 with an aim to “provide 
free and quality primary education with . . . enrolment expansion, quality improvement, 
capacity building and institutional arrangement” (United Republic of Tanzania Prime 
Minister’s Office, 2014).  The abolishment of school fees under PEDP did much to 
expand enrollment, and the net enrollment rate NER for primary school increasing from 
49% in 1999 to 73% in 2002 (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014).  Enrollment 
steadily increased in the ensuring decade, and according to the World Bank (2014a), 
GER in Tanzania in 2012 was 93%.   
Yet even with the abolishment of school fees, primary education in Tanzania is 
not free.  While PEDP attempted to account for the increased infrastructure necessary in 
such an expansion of enrollment, the costs of building schools, providing textbooks and 
teachers has, in some ways, been passed on to Tanzanian families in the forms of 
compulsory “contributions” (Vavrus & Moshi, 2009).  Additional costs in the form of 
required school uniforms, supplies such as chalk and notebooks and the opportunity costs 
involved with lost labor continue to make primary schooling out of reach for the least 
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economically stable Tanzanians.  Accordingly, only 81% of primary aged youth in 
Tanzania persisted to actually complete primary education in 2009 (World Bank, 2014b).  
At the primary level in Tanzania, statistics reveal little distinction between male and 
female enrollment and educational attainment, although there are some indications that 
there are in fact slightly more girls enrolled in primary school than boys (World Bank, 
2014b).  
Turning to secondary education, the legacy of Nyerere’s prioritization of primary 
schooling was evident in the 1991 gross secondary enrollment rate of 6% for male 
students and 5% for female students (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014).  In 2004 
and again in 2010, the government of Tanzania set a goal of expanding the provision and 
improving the quality of secondary education with its Secondary Education Development 
Programs (SEDP), phases I and II.  While SEDP I and II have increased enrollment rates, 
imbalances according to sex are evident.  In 2012, for example, only 33% of young 
women were enrolled in secondary school compared to 37% of young men (World Bank, 
2014b).  In addition, the premier tertiary institution in Tanzania, the University of Dar es 
Salaam, had only a 35% female enrollment ratio in 2007, the most recent year for which 
data was available (Mukangara & Shao, 2007).  While the social and economic forces at 
work behind these gendered imbalances are the focus of my research, there are forces 
within secondary schools that have been documented by other scholars that help explain 
this imbalance. I explore these forces alongside the problem of low quality secondary 
education in the next section, which examines life in secondary schools in Tanzania with 
a particular focus on conditions for young women.  
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Inside Tanzanian Secondary Schools 
 
In many regards, Tanzanian secondary schools show little change from the early 
1900s colonial system:  hierarchical in structure, insufficient in number, large classes, 
English medium, tethered to national syllabi and exams, teachers authoritatively lecturing 
to students who passively memorize, reliance on corporal punishment and teaching with 
insufficient resources.  Despite the will evidenced in the passage of SEDP I and II, 
secondary schooling in Tanzania remains in an overall state of crisis of quality and 
quantity (HakiElimu, 2012) as seen in the abysmal test scores passing rate of only 27% in 
2008 (Ministry of Finance and Economic Affairs, 2010).  In 2015, 67.53% students 
passed the national Form Four examinations (Daily News, 2016), although this may be, 
in part, a reflection of how the government has recently changed the grading scale to 
effectively allow more students to pass following national outcry over low passing rates.  
Thus, as in the previous eras of colonialism and socialism, high quality education 
continues to elude most Tanzanians.  In order to get a deeper understanding of secondary 
schooling in Tanzania, I turn to three ethnographic studies and conclude by examining 
studies of violence in Tanzanian schools. 
 Vavrus’s Desire and Decline (2003) is based on a longitudinal, ethnographic 
study of secondary schooling on the slopes of Mt.  Kilimanjaro.  Drawing on her ten-year 
relationship with a community and a secondary school in which she taught English, 
Vavrus describes how economic, social and material realities mediate the transformative 
potential of schooling for young people and their communities even though schooling is 
highly desired and viewed as a sort of panacean, all-purpose solution for any number of 
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social and economic problems.  Her findings suggest that both the processes and 
outcomes of secondary schooling are limited in regards to student empowerment:  
families often pay high fees for their children to receive at times irrelevant instruction 
that is difficult to comprehend.  This instruction is frequently an inadequate preparation 
for securing employment or a stable livelihood post-graduation.  Vavrus (2003) 
succinctly summarizes the limitations of schooling to support economic development: 
“But on Kilimanjaro, education as panacea does not take account of the lived experience 
of schooling and the specific limitations on teaching and learning that arise in different 
cultural contexts.  This optimistic concept also fails to recognize the difficult material 
conditions, intensified by schooling itself, for people who have neither adequate farmland 
nor adequate income” (p. 87).  
 Vavrus’s study details these limitations on teaching and learning in Tanzanian 
secondary schools.  One issue she addresses is the language of instruction, English, which 
is often a third language in Tanzania and frequently a language neither teacher nor 
student has mastered.  Moreover, she notes that pedagogy is most often teacher centered, 
with teachers lecturing students who in turn rely on rote memorization in an attempt to 
pass tests assessing declarative knowledge.  Further, she describes how students can be 
misinformed about sexual and reproductive health by teachers whose mastery of the 
content of the biology curriculum can be partial, as in the case of one teacher who 
describes how she would advise girl students to avoid contraception lest they jeopardize 
their chances of becoming mothers in the future.  Vavrus suggests that such 
misrepresentations may not be uncommon given the tendency for teachers and students to 
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replicate parent/child relationships, relationships that involve moral instruction but often 
preclude as taboo the open discussion of sexuality.   
Similar to Vavrus’s work, Stambach’s ethnography, Lessons from Mount 
Kilimanjaro (2000), focuses on the interplay between social norms and schooling in one 
secondary school, also in the Kilimanjaro region.  Drawing on two years of participant-
observation fieldwork in which, like Vavrus, she was a teacher in a local secondary 
school, Stambach illuminates how “gender and age were operative social categories” 
visible in the everyday interactions between teachers and students in secondary schools 
(2000, p.113).  Stambach recounts observing a lesson in which a highly respected older 
teacher pulls a girl out of her chair and pushed her down again, pulled a boy’s ear, spit in 
another student’s face and berated the students for being stupid and lazy.  Although this 
teacher’s use of corporal punishment might be a fairly extreme example, Stambach 
discusses how this pedagogical style utilizing a barrage of demanding calls for student 
responses, often followed by condemnation, is not atypical given the social dynamics and 
generational relations: “I had read in older ethnographies . . . (describing) numerous 
instances in which humiliating tactics were used to imprint adult knowledge on initiands’ 
bodies and minds. . . . The insulting and demanding style . . . resembles the threatening 
style of the initiation preceptor. . .” (Stambach, 2000, pp. 123-124).  She contends that 
this teacher was acting as a Chagga elder ought to act traditionally when imparting 
knowledge to youth. 
Stambach also discusses how conceptualizations of gender entered teachers’ 
informal curriculum, affecting the messages girls received about the possibilities for their 
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futures.  She recounts how teachers often favored customary notions of femininity, 
notions which stood in contrast to the image some female students aspired to embody, 
that of the “modern”, empowered, school-educated women who is also idealized in 
development rhetoric.  Stambach further describes the lesson given by the teacher above:     
His images of schoolgirls, in particular, resonated with what some older women 
and men were saying:  that schoolgirls were becoming more and more like men 
and that they were threatening to destroy ‘natural’ Chagga relations. . . ‘If you do 
not watch your ways, you will become so haughty and proud no one will want to 
marry you,’ he said, articulating again the implicit notion that marriage 
preferences, gender identities, and schooling are all intertwined. (2000, p. 122) 
   
Schooling, Stambach demonstrates, simultaneously disrupts and reinforces gender roles:  
it offers girls the possibility of a life beyond the shamba (family farm), but it can 
reinforce gendered ideals of mother and wife in the process.  
 Similar conceptualizations of gender were revealed to be at work in teaching and 
learning practices within Tanzanian secondary schools in a recent article by Thomas and 
Rugambwa, who participated in a multi-sited ethnographic study of secondary schools in 
northern Tanzania (2011).  In an indication of the influence of global discourse and 
policy informing official Tanzanian educational policy, their findings suggest that in fact 
teachers feel they have a responsibility to promote gender equality in their classrooms.  
Yet this responsibility can be understood and taken up by teachers in ways that in 
actuality do little to promote gender equity.  Some teachers, for example, felt that “doing 
gender” (2011, p. 164) meant calling on girls and boys in equal numbers or placing girls 
in small group discussions with boys.  In these conceptualizations, the authors argue that 
girls are simply added to classrooms that continue to be structured as patriarchally as 
before, belying (and leaving untouched) underlying beliefs that girls are less confident or 
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less academically capable.  In another example, a teacher’s lesson portrays one possibility 
of an “empowered Tanzanian woman” by using a book that describes the experiences of a 
woman who becomes a bus driver.  A male student responds by positioning this 
conceptualization of empowerment as antithetical to African tradition.  Indeed, the 
conflict and eventual resolution of the story revolves around the woman needing to 
secure her husband’s permission to continue to drive busses. While the teacher does 
attempt to engage students in a more substantive discussion around the issue, this 
example highlights the ways in which scripts of masculinity and femininity can be 
reinscribed in secondary school classrooms in Tanzania even when some teachers’ 
lessons attempt to question them.   
Returning to Stambach’s study, her research highlights how Tanzanian schools 
themselves can be sites of several forms of explicit violence directed at students by 
fellow students, teachers and administrators.  The most common form of violence is 
corporal punishment, which is a routine form of discipline in Tanzanian schools 
(Feinstein & Mwahombela, 2010).  A full half of Tanzanian girls recently surveyed 
report having been physically abused by a teacher, perhaps under the guise of disciplining 
them (United Republic of Tanzania, 2011).  Sexual abuse is also known to be prevalent, 
and one out of ten girls in that same survey reported having been sexually victimized by a 
teacher (United Republic of Tanzania, 2011).  While fear of stigmatization is a likely a 
strong impediment toward the reporting such abuse, structural barriers including lack of 
reporting mechanisms in secondary schools (Leach & Humphreys, 2007) further 
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discourage students from ever reporting such incidences.  As a result, the number of 
young women experiencing sexual violence in schools may in actuality be greater. 
This section has focused on life and lessons within secondary schools in 
Tanzania.  I have revealed how material, social and pedagogical conditions may constrain 
the possibilities for schooling to be transformative in the lives of young Tanzanian 
women as well as men.   While this understanding is important for situating secondary 
schooling in the lives of young people across Tanzania, it also serves to contrast the more 
positive schooling conditions and practices at Sasema, conditions which will be discussed 
in upcoming chapters.  I now turn from historical and ethnographic literature on 
schooling in Tanzania to further situate this study in the broader literature on girls’ 
schooling and empowerment.   
Girls’ Schooling and Empowerment  
 
In this section I will explore three different perspectives on how schooling 
changes young women’s lives in Tanzania and more broadly.  These perspectives differ 
in their paradigmatic orientation, the focus and conceptualizations within their inquiry in 
empirical studies and the units of analyses most frequently employed in their inquiry.  
The first group of scholars, the girls’ schooling for development group, often positivist or 
post-positivist in orientation, examines the instrumental impacts of girls’ schooling in 
economic and social domains and frequently examines the changes schooling for girls 
brings through analyses at the country or regional level studies.  The second group of 
scholars, girls’ schooling for empowerment, theorizes about the process of empowerment 
and shifts the focus of inquiry toward understanding both instrumental (economic and 
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social) and intrinsic (personal and interpersonal) empowerment in and through schooling 
for young women.  Many of these scholars share an underlying feminist commitment to 
gender equity, and their work reveals a variety of ways in which schooling can be 
disempowering for young people.  The primary emphasis of the majority of these 
scholars, however, is not on uncovering those practices which might support high quality 
schooling for young women as it is with the final group of scholars, the quality schooling 
for girls group.  This scholars come from a wider variety of paradigmatic orientations but 
share a commitment toward increasing the quality of education of young women by 
shifting the focus of inquiry toward closely examining the educational processes and 
social dynamics within schools themselves as a means to discover those which are more 
likely to be empowering to young women.  By comparing and contrasting these different 
views on girls’ schooling, I intend to show how my study at Sasema contributes to the 
literature situated at the nexus of girls’ schooling for empowerment and quality schooling 
for girls scholarship.   
Schooling for Development. 
 
Study after study has taught us that there is no tool for development more 
effective than the education of girls.  No other policy is likely to raise economic 
productivity, lower infant and maternal mortality, improve nutrition and promote 
health – including to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS.  No other policy is as 
powerful in increasing the changes of education for the next generation.    
  --Kofi Annan (2003, as quoted by Unterhalter, 2007, p. 44) 
 
The quote above succinctly captures the schooling for development view in which 
girls’ education is an efficient means to healthier, more developed and prosperous 
societies.  Strongly associated with human capital and modernization theories, scholars in 
this group are frequently concerned with social and economic change on a large scale. 
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Growing out of Ester Boserup’s 1970s critique of how then-prevailing development 
theories and practices largely ignored the role of women in development (Vavrus, 2003; 
Unterhalter, 2005), scholars, practitioners and policymakers from this group are 
frequently associated with the Women in Development (WID) movement.  The WID 
movement has been particularly concerned with ensuring girls have access to education, 
which is usually understood as having equal opportunity as boys to attend school.  The 
rationale WID provides for educating females is largely functionalist insofar as it 
emphasizes beneficial impacts of schooling including higher wages, faster economic 
growth, more productive farming, smaller and healthier families, educated children, a 
lowered risk of HIV and domestic violence, more democracy and empowered women 
(Herz & Sperling, 2004).   
While the term empowerment may be employed by schooling for development 
scholars, it is nearly synonymous with national economic and social development.  
Unterhalter describes how this conceptual interchangeability between development and 
empowerment emphasizes the instrumental and collective dimensions of empowerment: 
“‘Development’ or ‘empowerment’ [for women] is linked with economic growth or 
social cohesion and sometimes improved governance” (2005, p. 18).  In this 
understanding, education for girls benefits society in multiple ways with less 
consideration given to changes in individual girls’ lives.  In other words, there is little 
attention by these scholars to the notion of one’s intrinsic empowerment being cultivated 
through schooling.  For instance, Herz and Sperling cast empowerment in terms of 
women “catching up” to men, revealing the subtext of competition consistent with 
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neoliberal understandings of the marketplace that is often seen in these scholars’ work:  
“Increased female education is one of the most powerful tools to empower women within 
the family and society.  . . . This empowerment of women comes from greater years of 
education – but it also comes as women catch up with men in education. . .” (Herz & 
Sperling, 2004, p. 35).  The notion is echoed in the example of one Tanzanian secondary 
school teacher’s rationale for pairing boys with girls in classroom activities, which was to 
help girls “come out of where they are hiding” and “start thinking also like boys” 
(Thomas & Rugambwa, 2014, p. 142).  
Schooling for development scholars and policy makers like Herz and Sperling 
conceptualize schools as places in which the transmission of knowledge and skills can 
level the playing field for young women, ensuring their more robust participation in the 
marketplace and civic society as a way to bolster national economic growth and 
democratization.  Such scholars are often well-aligned with neoliberal views of the 
marketplace as “the ideal arbiter of resources and the harbinger of social good” (Sharma, 
2008, p. 16).  Accordingly, scholars from this group have historically attended less to 
larger structural or social limitations that may impede schooling’s ability to support 
development or create empowered young women who are able to participate in the 
marketplace.  Instead, such scholars are chiefly concerned with identifying the 
measurable and instrumental outcomes of education, such as income, the infant mortality 
rate, age at marriage and rates of disease transmission.  Schooling for development 
scholars frequently attend more to indices of development at the national level than the 
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impact of schooling on girls themselves in specific contexts or on the process of 
schooling itself. 
Perhaps no other organization typifies the schooling for development’s approach 
to educating girls and women than the World Bank, which has published numerous 
volumes extolling the benefits of educating girls and women (World Bank, 2011a; 
2011b).  In one edited volume published by the World Bank, Girls Education in the 21st 
Century:  Gender Equality, Empowerment and Economic Growth (Tembon & Fort, 
2008), Bank economist Hanushek succinctly expresses this group’s view of the benefits 
of female education with a heavy emphasis on justifying this investment in terms of its 
rate of economic return: 
In simplest terms, women represent a vast additional resource for many 
economies.  By effectively educating more women – that is, providing more 
women with a high-quality education – more will enter the labor market, and the 
economy will show the favorable results.  Other justifications for educating 
women include the expected benefits for labor force participation, health, and 
children’s education.  But the simple direct impacts on the economy support a 
renewed and expanded effort to provide quality education to girls. (Hanushek, 
2008, pp. 35-36) 
 
This volume goes on to analyze a variety of approaches being used worldwide to 
advocate for gender equality in education, drawing chiefly from empirical studies 
quantifying the social and material benefits of girls’ education to argue for continued 
investment and policy support.   
Although schooling for development scholars’ attention is often on the wider 
social and economic implications of educating girls and women, some have measured 
how schooling directly benefits the lives of women and girls.  Among these impacts is 
delayed sexual initiation, marriage and childbearing (Lloyd, 2005) and an increase in the 
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ability to protect oneself from contracting HIV/AIDS (Fylkesnes, 2001).  In one study in 
Ethiopia, it was found that women who had been to primary school were three times 
more likely to seek health care than those who had not (Woldemicael & Tenkorang, 
2009).  While these studies are valuable for documenting associations between schooling 
and female well-being, they reveal little about why female education impacts women’s 
lives in these ways or how young women themselves conceptualize the role of education 
in their lives.   
The compelling connection between girls’ education and development made by 
the schooling for development group has proven powerful to mobilize multi-lateral 
organizations, NGOs, governments and donors to create policies and practices and gather 
funding aimed at ensuring girls have equal access to education.  Given that girls’ 
enrollment has historically lagged behind boys’ in many areas of the world, the emphasis 
on combating gender discrimination and getting girls into school has had positive, 
corrective effects.  Indeed, WID-based critiques of discriminatory educational practices 
have greatly informed pivotal World Bank and United Nations policy (Unterhalter, 2005 
and 2007), including the previously mentioned MDGs, resulting in increased numbers of 
girls gaining access to education.  Thus, there are clear practical strengths to the 
schooling for development perspective on female education in the compelling story, ease 
of translation into law or policy, and powerful mainstream appeal. 
Nevertheless, the schooling for development scholars’ historical view that 
development, or empowerment for that matter, is a near automatic outcome of girls’ 
education is highly susceptible to critique.  Frequently absent from this understanding are 
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questions of process, pedagogy, educational quality and attention to norms and structures 
in wider societies that might prevent girls from enacting agency.  As Unterhalter notes, 
“(t)he (WID) framework is not concerned to raise questions about the gendered practice 
of teachers in relation to children’s learning styles, management practices in school, or 
gendered structures of power in society” (2005, p. 20).  Thus, in the zeal to promote 
access and quantify the outcomes of investment in girls’ education as a means of poverty 
alleviation, this group has frequently overlooked complex, even disempowering realities 
of schooling for girls.   
When scholars from this group have turned their attention toward educational 
quality as a means to strengthen impact and return on investment, their approach has been 
limited.  This group’s preference for nomothetic studies and quantitative methodologies 
can result in a partial kind of engagement with various issues in which impediments to 
accessing schooling or within schooling is identified but left unexplored.  For example, 
Lloyd (2009) cites one of her own studies (Lloyd, Mensch & Clark, 2000) that links 
teachers’ negative attitudes towards girls to increased dropout rates in Kenya.  Yet when 
she goes on to call for more gender training for teachers, she gives little consideration to 
how this may be accomplished, citing a dearth of research.  The schooling for 
development group’s emphasis on the measurable can exclude qualitative ways of 
knowing which, I argue, are necessary to illuminate processes of change.   
Critics have also pointed out that the heavy emphasis on education’s instrumental 
benefits, evidenced by the very instrumental notion of empowerment found in the 
schooling for development scholars’ work discussed above, means girls’ education is 
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often conceived as being for others rather than for girls themselves (Unterhalter, 2005).  
As I shall discuss below, a more robust conceptualization of the possible impacts of 
schooling for girls and women includes intrinsic notions of empowerment as well as 
acknowledging that schooling is not, in fact, always empowering for young women.  In 
addition, studies from these scholars, liberal in their usage of numbers, charts and graphs, 
have given only minimal attention to the voices and perspectives of the girls/women 
themselves.  I contend that this can result in a flattened and essentialized understanding 
of young women with lives full of only deprivation and need, with little agency, mere 
targets of interventions.  Therefore, despite an emphasis on ensuring female access to 
education that has had ameliorative effects, the schooling for development perspective 
remains partial, atheoretical and largely unable to address deeper social issues that impact 
girls’ wellbeing and empowerment, issues that the following two bodies of literature 
examine more closely. 
Schooling for Empowerment. 
 
Moving beyond schooling for development’s emphasis on granting access to 
education to improve a nation’s economic and social development, schooling for 
empowerment scholars advance our understanding of schooling’s role in female 
empowerment in two important ways.  First, among this group are scholars who have 
theorized extensively about the nature and processes of empowerment.  Secondly, 
consistent with this more nuanced attention to process, empirical studies from schooling 
for empowerment perspectives illuminate and critique pedagogies, structures and norms 
that impede women’s and girls’ empowerment within and through schooling.  In some 
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cases, schooling for empowerment scholars examine specific examples of schools or 
programs that they consider to be empowering.  Looking ahead, it is partially from these 
from studies that the third body of literature, quality schooling for girls, spins off to 
illuminate a diversity of ways in which schooling can be made more empowering for girls 
and women.  I now turn to explore theories of empowerment followed by studies of 
schooling which draw on these theories.   
In the review of the previous body of literature, I discussed how girls and women 
have gained access to school as a result of the influential WID (Women in Development) 
movement within the fields of gender and development.  In a critique of WID drawing on 
a variety of feminist, postmodern and neo-Marxist influences (Vavrus, 2003), the Gender 
and Development (GAD) movement questions the WID assumption that mere inclusion 
is sufficient to ensure female equality and empowerment.  In the following quote, 
Unterhalter succinctly contrasts WID and GAD conceptualizations of equality: “In 
contrast with the WID interpretation of equality based on equality of resources, GAD 
theorists consider equality in terms of removal of the structural barriers to gender 
equality: unfair laws . . . barriers to women’s decision making in all settings; inequitable 
processes with regard to the distribution of time, money, and schooling” (2005, p. 22).   
Additionally, GAD approaches critique essentialized notions of gender inherent in the 
WID approach and instead hold that notions of gender are socially constructed (Vavrus, 
2003).  As applied to education, GAD theorists have been less interested in formal 
schooling because of its connection with the (patriarchal) state (Unterhalter, 2005).  
Nevertheless, many others have found it helpful to apply GAD-based notions of 
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empowerment to education, particularly insofar as these conceptualizations move away 
from the capitalist notions found in WID that view education largely in instrumental 
terms, and instead include more intrinsic conceptualizations of empowerment (Kabeer, 
2000) while offering a deeper analysis of oppressive structures impeding empowerment.    
There are three main theorists associated with GAD who have explicitly 
examined processes of empowerment in education—Rowlands, Stromquist and Kabeer—
and they have considerably furthered what had been an under-theorized concept of 
empowerment (Monkman, 2011).  Rowlands (1995) draws heavily on feminist and 
poststructural perspectives in her analysis, dividing power into four distinct forms -- 
power within, power to, power with and power over.  While the first three forms are 
potentially empowering, the fourth, power over, is often used to oppress or disempower 
and is therefore a necessary target of efforts towards empowerment: “Empowerment must 
involve undoing negative social constructions, so that the people affected come to see 
themselves as having the capacity and the right to act and have influence” (Rowlands, 
1995, pp. 102-103).  Thus, in contrast to WID, empowerment is conceptualized as being 
an intrinsic process as well.  Rowlands sees empowerment as having three dimensions:   
• Personal:  where empowerment is about developing a sense of self and individual 
confidence and capacity, and undoing the effects of internalized oppression. 
• Close relationships:  where empowerment is about developing the ability to 
negotiate and influence the nature of the relationship and decisions made within 
it. 
• Collective:  where individuals work together to achieve a more extensive impact 
than each could have had alone.  (1995, p. 103) 
The above dimensions are easily applied to women’s lives within marriage and 
community, and Rowlands’s understanding of empowerment has been primarily 
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concerned with adult women.  Nevertheless, Rowlands’s conceptualizations, particularly 
her notions of four forms of power, have been applied to issues of schooling, as I shall 
explore shortly. 
Stromquist views empowerment as a process, often arduous in nature, consisting 
of four equally critical dimensions: “the cognitive (critical understanding of one’s 
reality), the psychological (feeling of self-esteem), the political (awareness of power 
inequalities and the ability to organize and mobilize) and the economic (capacity to 
generate independent income)” (Stromquist, 2002, p. 23).   Thus empowerment, as 
understood by Stromquist, is a process that changes thoughts, emotions and power.  
Pointing to the reproductive nature of education, Stromquist has historically been wary of 
formal education’s potential to encourage empowerment of girls and women, and she has 
therefore focused much of her attention on adult non-formal education and women’s 
organizations.  Indeed, she has advocated for empowerment efforts be aimed explicitly at 
adult women (Stromquist, 1992).  She nevertheless acknowledges potential in formal 
schooling programs designed for empowerment, as in this quote:  “Educational settings 
have the potential to foster all four dimensions but require the educational program to be 
designed explicitly to achieve each of those ends” (Stromquist, 2002, p. 23).  More 
recently, however, Stromquist’s work has explored schooling’s ability to “undo” 
constraining social constructions of gender (Stromquist & Fischman, 2009). 
Kabeer’s conception of empowerment shifts the focus toward procedures to affect 
women’s empowerment.  She defines empowerment as “the process by which those who 
have been denied the ability to make choices acquire such an ability. . .  the expansion in 
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people’s ability to make strategic life choices in a context where this ability was 
previously denied to them” (1999, p. 437, emphasis in the original).  She describes three 
components of this process:  1) resources, which may be material, human or social; 2) 
agency, which entails individuals or collectives defining and acting upon goals; and 3) 
achievements, which refers to valued outcomes resulting from a combination of both 
resources and agency (Kabeer, 1999; Unterhalter, 2005).  To Kabeer, these three 
components are indivisible for empowerment -- therefore a growth in one area, without 
interrelated growth in another, does not constitute empowerment.   
Kabeer’s understanding of empowerment is representative of a GAD approach in 
that she pays particular attention to structures, such as laws, practices and social norms, 
which are likely to influence the three dimensions of empowerment and, particularly, 
choices that individuals may make.  This has implications when considering how best to 
measure empowerment insofar as it allows for variation across individuals and social 
systems: “Access to new resources may open up new possibilities for women, but they 
are unlikely to seek to realize these possibilities in uniform ways.  Instead, they will be 
influenced by the intersection of social relations and individual histories” (Kabeer, 1999, 
p. 460).  Thus, Kabeer’s notion of possibilities for empowerment takes seriously 
individuals’ choices, allowing for outcomes beyond the collective social benefits WID 
holds as outcomes of empowerment.    
I have described how GAD approaches to conceptualizing female empowerment 
are more theoretically sophisticated than those associated with WID or schooling for 
development scholars.  Their strength lies in their ability to challenge and address 
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structures that would impede girls and women enacting their empowerment.  Ironically, 
this may also be GAD’s weakness:  in conceptualizing empowerment as something that 
involves challenging current power structures, GAD’s inherently political nature leads to 
a practical weakness in a potential loss of appeal to policy makers, who are often loathe 
to wade into what may be perceived as potentially contentious political terrain.  
Nevertheless, GAD critiques of schooling and development have been influential in their 
highlighting of issues of quality in education.  Indeed, GAD’s influence can be seen in an 
education strategy document from the World Bank.  Entitled Learning for All (2011), this 
document looks beyond the number of years in school and instead emphasizes actual 
knowledge acquisition as enabled by quality education.  This document, however, does 
little to attend to questions of how individuals can use learning toward their own 
wellbeing.  The emphasis on individuals’ ability to pursue their own wellbeing is 
explored thoroughly in the next conceptualization of empowerment, the capabilities 
approach. 
Shifting the emphasis away from social and economic benefits of development 
interventions (schooling for development) or structures that impede equality (GAD), the 
capabilities approach offers a framework “based on an ethical notion of valuing 
freedoms” (Unterhalter, 2005, p. 28).  Although the capabilities approach has been 
applied to issues of education, like many GAD theories of empowerment, this theoretical 
approach was not developed with the intention of only being applied only to issues of 
schooling for girls and women.  Rather, the capabilities approach offers a broad 
philosophical framework that reframes ideas of development and justice away from more 
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economic and collective measures, such gross national product toward notions of 
individuals’ well-being.  
Philosopher Martha Nussbaum and economist Amartya Sen have, somewhat 
separately although in dialogue, formulated the capabilities approach, which 
conceptualizes human development in terms of individuals’ freedom and flourishing.  
Capabilities are understood to be “opportunities or freedoms to achieve what an 
individual reflectively considers valuable” (Walker & Unterhalter, 2007, p. 2).  
Nussbaum’s work offers a list of ten central capabilities necessary for a dignified life, 
including “senses, imagination and thought” (Nussbaum, 2011, p. 33), which are closely 
tied to education.  Sen, meanwhile, has eschewed creating such a list.  The actual 
achievements, which are the outcomes of a person’s choice within the social conditions in 
which they live when combined with her or his capability set, are defined as functionings:   
“While the combination of a person’s functionings reflects her actual achievements, the 
capability set represents the freedom to achieve . . .” (Sen, 1999, p. 75, emphasis in the 
original).  By shifting the focus of inquiry toward an individual’s potential for valued 
“doings” and beings”, the capabilities approach provides a framework that allows for 
diversity of human experience while still addressing the ways in which conditions 
constrain or enable the realization of individuals’ capabilities (Unterhalter, 2009).  Thus 
while the capabilities perspective represents a new philosophical approach, it is not 
antithetical to calling for gender parity (schooling for development and WID) or 
challenging structural barriers to empowerment (GAD) insofar as it sees the social and 
political context as important in enabling the creation of individuals’ capabilities as well 
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as turning capabilities into functionings.  Indeed, the ease with which the capability 
approach can accommodate and complement other theories is one of its strengths.  
Although Sen and Nussbaum did not set out to create an explicit theory of 
empowerment, the capability approach can be understood as concerned with 
empowerment, both intrinsic and instrumental, insofar as its chief concern is people being 
able to actually achieve a life they value.  Applying the concepts of empowerment to the 
capabilities approach, empowerment can be viewed as the process of people, in 
possession of various capabilities (opportunities), creating valued achievements 
(functionings) via enacting their agency and choice.  The capability approach, therefore, 
can be viewed as centrally concerned with describing what an empowered life looks like.   
The capabilities approach’s strength lies in its ethical justification of 
conceptualizing development in human values rather than merely economic progress, 
emphasis on individual lives and well-being, the ease with which it can be applied to 
issues of education, its attending to diverse ways of being and doing and its ability to 
accommodate complementary theories.  Like GAD theories of empowerment, it has been 
criticized as weak in its ability to be easily translated into actionable policies.  In 
addition, while the capabilities approach can provide a picture of an empowered life, it is 
less able to describe the processes involved in arriving at this empowerment. 
Furthermore, the capability approach has been criticized for as being difficult to apply, as 
in this quote by Robeyns (2006):  “The capability literature still largely lacks such a 
degree of operationalization, even though progress has been made recently” (2006, p. 80).  
Walker (2003) points to another potential weakness of the approach in that, 
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paradoxically, by placing the individual back at the center of the concept of development, 
the approach may be left wanting in an overarching ethic necessary to enable actionable 
development policy:  “Individual change then will only take us so far, we need at the 
same time to reconstruct unjust institutions” (2003, p. 176).  Asserting that the 
capabilities approach is not yet comprehensive enough to provide a complete theoretical 
or practical framework for empowerment, Walker advocates for “bivalent” theorizing in 
which the capabilities approach partners with broader theories of social justice to enable 
clear strategies and practices that work toward empowerment (2003). 
There is an extensive body of literature applying GAD and capabilities-related 
theories of empowerment directly to the issue of schooling for girls and women, and I 
will now explore a few exemplary empirical studies.  These studies can generally be 
divided into two loose groups, both of which draw on various theories of empowerment 
to analyze and critique schooling for girls: The first and the most extensive group 
illuminates the many ways in which schooling has fallen short of empowering girls and 
women in the global South.  It is beyond the purview of this review of the literature to 
examine the extensive breadth of studies in this group and in some ways the previous 
discussion of secondary schooling in Tanzania has served to make obvious some of these 
points within the context relevant to this study.  I will therefore concentrate on two 
examples, discussing them in relation to the just explored theories of empowerment.  A 
second and related group of studies, much smaller than the previous group, has 
uncovered a few examples of schools for girls and women that can be seen as positive, 
empowering places of learning.  I will conclude this section of the literature review by 
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exploring two of these in light of the schooling for empowerment theorists.  In a preview 
of what is ahead, it is partially from this group of schooling for empowerment studies that 
I will build the third body of literature, the quality schooling for girls group.  I now turn 
to examine two studies that have illuminated ways in which schooling is not empowering 
for girls or women.   
Holmarsdottir, Ekne and Augestad (2011) analyze two girls’ education programs 
in Africa, one in Sudan and one in South Africa, to see “how the global consensus in 
relation to gender and empowerment can be understood in a local context” (2011, p. 14).  
This work draws on a capabilities perspective alongside both Stromquist’s and 
Rowlands’s notions of empowerment.  Particularly useful for their purposes is 
Rowlands’s notion that “empowerment is concerned with the processes by which people 
become aware of their own interests, interests of their own choosing, and interests of 
others in order both to participation from a position of greater strength in decision making 
and actually to influence such decisions” (Holmarsdottir, et al., 2011, p. 18).  Their 
conversations with girls highlight that school represents “a possibility for a different kind 
of life” (2011, p. 19) for both Sudanese and South African girls.  Girls imagine that their 
lives will be different for having gone to school, that they will have expanded futures 
compared to those who have not attended school.  
However, Holmarsdottir et al. go on to describe the many ways in which the girls’ 
aspirations are left unfulfilled by the reality of their schooling.  For example, they explain 
that the Sudanese government, while espousing girls’ education on paper and in the 
media, has given very little meaningful financial, material or personnel support to girls’ 
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schooling.  Instead, the government has left the promotion and provision of supports for 
schooling for girls in the hands of NGOs, which Holmarsdottir et al. reveal is not 
comprehensive enough to compensate for inadequate state investment.  As a result, 
Sudanese girls’ possibilities for empowerment in and through schooling are 
circumscribed by a more powerful government, a government with priorities placed 
elsewhere.  Drawing on Rowlands (1995, 19997), they describe this as “power over” that 
leaves girls wanting both in capability and achieved functionings, their empowerment in 
and through schooling curtailed. 
DeJaeghere and Lee’s (2011) analysis of marginalized girls and boys in 
Bangladesh is a further example of how a gendered capabilities approach, by taking 
seriously individual lives in their context, can shed light on the causes of marginalization 
in education.  It is noteworthy that DeJaeghere and Lee authored this empirical study in 
response to a Global Monitoring Report, a yearly report taking stock of progress on 
MDGs.  While Bangladesh has achieved gender parity in primary school enrolment, 
interviews of individual children and focus groups of parents and community members 
revealed “underlying social and material conditions” that result in marginalized and 
disempowered lives, particularly for girls and women (2011, p. 33).  These conditions 
include a lack of support or safety, violence, irrelevant curriculum and strong social 
norms that limit the present and future possibilities for girls and boys.  Thus, to apply 
Kabeer’s understanding of empowerment, insufficient resources and little actual agency 
created limited opportunity for achievement.  In a capabilities understanding, social and 
material conditions impede the development of capabilities and further prevent acquired 
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capabilities from being converted into functionings.  So while there may be parity, there 
is less valued well-being, little flourishing.  DeJaeghere and Lee conclude: 
“Empowerment . . . is more than the individual girl aspiring to be . . . an educated 
woman; critically important are the societal structures and conditions for educated 
women that address broader equity concerns for achieving well-being” (2011, p. 39).   
 Two other notable educational program case studies that explicitly draw from 
GAD perspectives of empowerment are useful to examine because of their relevance to 
this project. Payal Shah (2011) describes how the KGBV Residential Primary School in 
India, an effort between the international NGO CARE and the government of India, 
which seeks to empower the most marginalized girls, is one example of a formal 
schooling program that largely succeeds in fulfilling Stromquist’s criteria for promoting 
empowerment.   The school focuses on building confidence (Stromquist’s psychological 
dimension) through emphasizing communicative and life skills in addition to academic 
skills (the cognitive dimension).  The school espouses a shift in classroom power away 
from teachers as imparters of discrete sets of knowledge, toward the students as co-
creators of knowledge.  This challenges top-down notions of power while raising 
awareness of social issues (the political dimension).  KGBV teachers intentionally use 
real-world examples to help girls conceptualize and begin strategizing about their lives 
beyond the school (arguably supporting future realization of the economic dimension).  
Finally, the school’s structure of shared residential space with extra time enabled by the 
lack of domestic duties encourages girls to develop deep relationships with teachers and 
peers, creating a sense of the collective, or “organizational cognition”, that Stromquist 
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sees as imperative for enacting empowerment (Stromquist, 1992, p. 18).  Shah asserts 
that in the school’s departure from hierarchical, patriarchal and traditional pedagogical 
approaches common to formal schooling in India, they have created “a unique space 
within which schooling processes can foster empowerment.  The opportunity to have and 
use this space is crucial to  . . .  the growth of an individual’s autonomy, self-confidence, 
awareness and strength” (Shah, 2011, p. 91).   
 Erin Murphy-Graham (2008, 2012), like Shah, looks at a schooling program 
designed specifically for girls’/women’s empowerment.  SAT, a secondary program in 
Honduras, intentionally attends to issues of content and pedagogy in an effort to promote 
empowerment and may be seen as an example of a GAD approach applied to a secondary 
school structure.  SAT presents content in an interdisciplinary fashion that purposefully 
questions dominant, patriarchal power structures.  Pedagogically, as in the KGBV 
program, there is an emphasis on dialogue and student-centered inquiry and instruction.  
Finally, in a concerted effort to privilege the local, attention is paid to the local 
applications of knowledge as part of the learning process.  Applying Kabeer’s 
framework, we can see that this program is attentive to students’ resources in that it 
attends to their building of knowledge, confidence and communal strength.  It fosters 
students’ agency in the emphasis on applications of knowledge locally, where students 
will soon negotiate their lives beyond school.  Murphy-Graham demonstrates that SAT 
graduates have higher achievements than those who were not involved in the program:  
students displayed greater ability to identify problems and conceive solutions, more 
gender awareness, self-
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that education can act as a catalyst of empowerment if it increases women’s knowledge 
and understanding, self-confidence, and awareness of gender-equity” (2008, p.31).   
The previous two case studies suggest that with careful attention to pedagogy, 
curriculum, processes and practices, secondary schooling can be a place where processes 
of empowerment, both intrinsic and instrumental, are fostered for girls and women.  Such 
studies, along with the many other studies offering descriptions, analyses and critiques of 
how school is often disempowering for young women, offer more nuanced portraits of 
the realities of schooling in many settings.  These portraits capture much more than 
schooling for development studies typically do, and are necessary if we are to arrive at 
more nuanced understandings of how schooling is either empowering or disempowering.  
Another strength of schooling for empowerment scholars is their well-developed 
theorization of empowerment itself.  While I have demonstrated that there is no common 
consensus on what empowerment is, what it involves or how such a process might occur, 
there are multiple conceptualizations which are useful in thinking through questions 
about schooling for young women.  In short, schooling for empowerment work catapults 
our theorization and understanding of the possibilities and limits of female empowerment 
within and through schooling far beyond what schooling for development is able to do. 
There are additional critiques of the schooling for empowerment group, but I will 
discuss them in the conclusion of the following section because they are common to both 
bodies of scholarship.  The remaining section of this literature review, quality schooling 
for girls, draws from and builds upon schooling for empowerment work.  However, this 
group narrows its focus toward identifying those particular processes, pedagogies and 
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practices within schools that have been shown to be highly effective in schooling for girls 
and young women in the global South.  In another minor shift, these scholars do not 
necessarily share an explicit emphasis on female empowerment, and some bridge the 
education and development practitioner and scholarly worlds in a shared attempt to 
identify “what works” at particular times and places for girls and young women.  The 
work of quality schooling for girls scholars serves to set a backdrop important for 
understanding the schooling being offered to young women at Sasema. 
Quality Schooling for Girls. 
 
 Similar to the last two studies, the final group of scholars frequently conduct 
qualitative case studies of schools or programs in the global South and shift the focus of 
their attention toward identifying and understanding those practices, pedagogies and 
processes of schooling that can support the provision of high quality education for girls 
and young women. While nomothetic, multi-country studies aimed at quantifying returns 
to schooling (such as those favored by the schooling for development scholars) are 
commonly used in comparative examinations of educational quality and might seem 
promising sources of information, I note two difficulties with this approach:  First, many 
such studies are not focused on the global South, and there are frequently very few sub-
Saharan African (SSA) countries represented.  For example, studies drawing on Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and Progress in International 
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) data have only one country each in SSA.  Secondly, my 
interest is principally in less tangible processes and outcomes that are more difficult to 
quantify.  These processes and negotiations of power frequently occur at the micro-level, 
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within educational spaces, between people and over time.  For the purposes of this 
literature review, like Masemann, I am particularly interested in understanding the space 
between learners and teachers as a site of producing quality teaching and learning: “My 
view is that it is the interface that dooms or promotes the learning process, the actual 
interaction between the teacher and student, the social processes that occur in the 
schools” (1976, p. 376).   
Accordingly, and for the purposes of clarity and applicability to Sasema, I 
organize the review of the quality schooling for girls group of scholars slightly 
differently than the previous two bodies of literature:  Rather than organizing with regard 
to paradigmatic, methodological or geographic approaches or contributions, I categorize 
these scholars thematically by the practices that their work highlights as supporting high 
quality education for girls or marginalized youth more broadly.  Therefore, the work of 
some scholars from the quality schooling for girls group will be discussed as relevant to 
understanding more than one practice.  I note an important caveat to this section:  I am 
reviewing literature that suggests a growing consensus around what high-quality 
schooling looks like for girls in diverse contexts, not advocating these practices be 
necessarily adopted or replicated.  Furthermore, these practices are best understood not as 
discrete interventions, but instead as parts of varied wholes, intended to be understood – 
and perhaps modified - contextually.  Indeed, in some cases I draw on scholars whose 
studies are based in the US because I see their work as relevant for understanding and 
contextualizing the practices in place at Sasema.  I review the following six practices 
with an intention of revealing, in subsequent dissertation chapters, how these are used in 
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some form at Sasema:  creating a safe learning environment; adult mentorship, 
counseling and care; supporting positive peer groups; including supplementary or 
alternative curricula; using alternative pedagogies and supporting teachers’ learning. 
Creating Safe Learning Environments. 
	
A group of scholars has recently examined the worldwide prevalence of school 
related gender based violence (SRGBV), drawing attention to the ways in which schools 
serve as sites where gendered harassment and violence are perpetrated and reproduced 
(Humphreys, 2008; Leach & Mitchell, 2006; Leach, Slade & Dunne, 2012), resulting in 
increased vulnerability for schoolgirls.  Leach (2006) conceptualizes gendered violence 
in schools as either explicit, in which forms of violence, harassment or coercion are 
overtly sexual in nature as in cases of girls being forced to exchange sex with teachers for 
grades or being subjected to peer intimidation or harassment, or implicit in which 
violence is embedded in day to day practices of schooling as in teachers’ tacit acceptance 
of bullying or affording boys more power in the classroom.  Both forms of violence, 
Leach contends, are rooted in the “relative powerlessness” (2006, p. 26) of females in 
societies structured by patriarchal inequality. 
Even as scholars remain largely focused on understanding the complexity of 
gendered violence in schools, there are several scholars who have examined practices that 
have been shown to support the creation of safe spaces for girls to learn.  These practices 
attending to Leach’s (2006) explicit forms of violence include an intentional cultivation 
of a shared, school-wide commitment to protect and maintain the school’s space as 
violence-free, creating anti-violence procedures, including avoiding corporal punishment, 
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and the active presence of guardian-like, caring adults.  Three case studies of high quality 
schools for vulnerable youth have noted the necessity of shared community commitment 
to creating safe, even democratic, spaces for learning (Astor, Estrada & Benbenishty, 
2009; Bajaj, 2005, 2009a; Shah, 2011), whereby ensuring the physical and emotional 
well-being of students – and even promoting gender equality - is an explicit, intentional 
component of the community identity and central to the mission of the school.   
Bajaj’s studies (2005, 2009a) examining a unique co-educational secondary 
school in what was then an economically depressed area of Zambia illustrate how 
democratic, values-explicit school structures can support students’ safety, well-being, an 
increase in their sense of agency and promote gender equality.  Atypical of many SSA 
schools, corporal punishment is not allowed in this school; instead, a democratic and 
respectful school culture is cultivated by practices such as frequent meetings in which 
students participate.  In one example of a practice designed to promote gender equality, 
Bajaj discusses how young women and young men are equally involved in maintaining 
the school’s cleanliness, disrupting larger gendered norms of the sexual division of labor 
(Bajaj, 2009).  Drawing on studies of globalization, critical theory and peace education, 
she explores the concept of agency as it relates to the schooling and the lives of youth, 
discussing whether, how and with what limitations alumni are able to operationalize this 
sense of agency toward their own well-being.  Bajaj’s analysis suggests that a school 
culture in which the cultivation of empathy is explicitly valued and fostered by teachers 
trained and supported in their efforts are effective at empowering youth. 
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Astor et al. (2009) examine atypically safe schools located within highly violent 
areas of Israel.  They note school leadership is the key variable that distinguishes safe 
schools for vulnerable youth and describe how these schools use an integrated, whole-
school approach, rather than a packed or tangential approach, to confront violence.  
Central to this approach is the use of clear procedures and the cultivation of an ethic of 
care and protection toward students (which I explore further in the subsequent section), 
an ethic often extended toward the physical space of the school.  Atypically safe schools 
all seemed to share an emphasis on cultivating outward beauty and pride: “Signs of 
physical maintenance communicated to students, parents, and the community that the 
school is cared for, nurturing, uplifting, educational, and an important place” (Astor et al., 
2009, p. 455).  These studies, along with the previously discussed Shah (2011) study, 
paint an emerging picture of the importance pedagogies and procedures that promote safe 
schools.  Such shared community postures and practices are more likely to explicitly 
prohibit explicit violence such as the use of corporal punishment (Humphreys, 2008) and 
make gendered exploitation, such as sexual coercion from teachers, less likely to occur or 
be tolerated.   
Adult mentorship, counseling and care. 
	
Scholars from diverse backgrounds are increasingly theorizing about and 
examining examples of adults protecting and caring for young people, and particularly 
girls, in diverse educational settings.  Numerous empirical studies have shown that the 
presence of adults charged with caring for schoolgirls in the global South results in 
positive outcomes for girls, including reductions in violence, harassment, exploitation 
  57 
and attrition as well as increases in educational attainment and general well-being as 
measured by indicators such as age at marriage and contraceptive use.  There is extensive 
literature on female adults successfully mentoring, counseling and guarding vulnerable 
girls in educational spaces across Africa, including classroom assistants in Sierra Leone 
and Guinea (Kirk & Winthrop, 2008), female community mobilizers in Mali (Sanou & 
Aikman, 2005), guardian teachers in Tanzania (Mballa, Schapink & Boerma, 1998), adult 
mentors in Ethiopia (Erulkar & Muthengi, 2009) and mother educators in Burkina Faso 
(Bruce & Hallman, 2008).  These studies, in diverse educational and social contexts, 
underscore the importance of policies and practices that support the presence of adults, 
and particularly women, whose purpose is to guide and protect girls as their pursue 
learning.   
While some scholars’ work suggests that the presence of attentive female adult 
provides a protective factor for girls against explicit forms of gendered violence (Kirk 
and Winthrop, 2008; Mballa et. al., 1998), other scholars’ research reveals that implicit 
forms of gendered violence and inequality which are embedded in everyday schooling 
practices are not necessarily challenged by simply involving more adult mentors in 
school.  Sanou and Aikman (2005) examined the work of animatrices (female 
community mobilizers) in Mali, whose community outreach work successfully increased 
the number of girls both attending and remaining in schools.  Nevertheless, these scholars 
reveal that the animatrices’ work was at times thwarted by tensions with male school 
directors and parent-teacher associations consisting mostly of men, demonstrating how 
larger social and material structures can truncate efforts toward equality and increased 
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quality for girls.  They describe how, despite the successes of the animatrice model, 
gendered pedagogy and curriculum remained largely unchallenged in associated schools, 
resulting in the perpetuation of constraining patriarchal norms.  This implies that for adult 
mentorship to become more effective at increasing the quality of education for girls in the 
global South, a more comprehensive school-wide approach is likely necessary.   
Turning toward theorists who focus on the quality of relationships between adults 
and young people in schools, scholars from a variety of backgrounds, including 
philosophy, feminist theory, social work and curriculum and instruction have written 
about care in educational settings.  Perhaps no name is more associated with care than the 
philosopher Nel Noddings (1984, 2005), who was among the first to advocate for a 
relational ethic of caring as “the very bedrock of all successful education” (2005, p. 27).  
Noddings explores the processes of care in schools, contending there is an element of 
mutuality in the caring between teacher and student, although the role of teachers is to 
help students identify their potential and work toward growth.  While she is descriptive of 
a caring relationship and ethic, Noddings falls short of becoming prescriptive: “Caring is 
a way of being in relation, not a specific set of behaviors” (Noddings, 2005, p. 17).   
Although not conventionally conceptualized as being within this group, the 
indigenous African philosophies of ubuntu and ujamaa are important concepts to add to a 
discussion of care that be applied to a Tanzanian context.  Although ubuntu is a term 
from South Africa, it is a pan-African concept with terms in many African languages 
referring to “the core values of African ontologies: respect for any human being, for 
human dignity and for human life . . . caring, hospitality, interdependence, 
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communalism” (Kamwangamalu, 1999, p. 24).  This ontological and axiological concept 
is oft expressed in the Kiswahili phrase “mtu ni watu”, translated “a person is people” and 
referring to how one is inextricably tied to others; how, as interconnected beings, our 
well-being is bound with the well-being of others.  In Tanzania, this notion often takes 
the form of ujamaa, which, as I have explained, means familyhood, and describes a 
communal orientation in the responsibility for individuals’ well-being rests with the 
group and vice versa.7 These conceptualizations, emphasizing caring interdependence, 
stand in contrast to Western notions of independence and individualism.  Recently, 
scholars have examined how African notions such as ubuntu and ujamaa might be 
applied to questions of education, including to school settings, so as to promote expanded 
notions of caring, forgiveness and justice (Brock-Utne, 2016; Brock-Utne & Lwaitama, 
2010).   
Within the context of the United States, another scholar whose work is relevant to 
understanding care is educational settings is Ladson-Billings, whose book, The 
Dreamkeepers, (2009) articulates a vision for culturally relevant teaching for African 
American students in the United States.  Throughout her description of transformative 
teacher/student relationships, Ladson-Billings advocates for attention to students’ 
personal growth via an ethic of respect and attention: “Culturally relevant teaching 
honors the students’ sense of humanity and dignity.  Their complete personhood is never 
doubted” (2009, p. 82).  Her book recounts numerous stories of teachers’ creative and 
affirming responses to students’ varied social and academic needs.  In a relevant 
                                                
7 While President Nyerere’s Ujamaa drew heavily on this principle, ujamaa (small ‘u’) as the philosophical 
notion of familyhood should be understood as distinct from, and much broader than, Ujamaa as a set of 
policies enacted by the government of Tanzania post-independence.   
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ethnographic study of a school, Hantzopoulos (2012) describes how one small school in 
New York City has created a democratic, student-focused environment in which the 
relationships between students and teachers are characterized by an ethic of care and a 
culture of respect.  Building her experiences as a former teacher at this school and three 
further years of qualitative research, Hantzopoulos describes how a culture of caring 
translated into students’ “increased sense of confidence, belonging and academic 
success” (Hantzopoulous, 2012, p. 196), notions which are akin to both intrinsic and 
instrumental empowerment.  In one passage she describes how particular school 
structures and classroom practices designed to emphasize and develop students’ agency 
are used, concluding:  “Authentic caring, therefore, is not simply about demonstrating 
care, but also about rethinking school structures that foster an environment that believes 
in the potential and worth of students and their abilities” (Hantzopoulos, 2012, p. 199).   
Returning to sub-Saharan Africa, Bajaj’s (2009b) work in Zambia also advocates 
for a context-rich understanding of caring relationships in her description how teachers in 
a small, privately funded school, not dissimilar to Sasema, use a caring ethic to support 
vulnerable students:  “Caring relationships consisted of the provision of information 
related to HIV and attention to students’ material needs through assistance with food, 
money, or support often in the absence of parents’ or guardians’ ability to provide such” 
(2009b, p. 17).  Similarly, Bhana et al. (2006) describe how teachers’ caring for 
vulnerable students in South Africa often took the form of meeting material needs such as 
clothing and food, even at high personal cost.  In a final study from South Africa, Theron 
and Engelbrecht (2012) describe how caring teachers act as mentors and parents to 
  61 
vulnerable youth, resulting in an “encouragement toward an internal locus of control and 
a forward-looking perspective (both of which are traditionally associated with 
resilience)” (2012, p. 271), which can be understood as a component of intrinsic 
empowerment.  Such examples show how scholars are beginning to explore the context-
specific ways that caring relationships between students and teachers engender student 
empowerment in sub-Saharan Africa and beyond.  Caring is not confined to adult-student 
relationships, however, and in the next section within the quality schooling group, I 
explore how supportive peer relationships further enrich girls’ schooling experiences.  
Supporting peer mentorship and positive peer groups. 
	
Scholars have studied how diverse educational initiatives for girls across the 
global South often share a programmatic attention to building positive peer relationships.  
Whether through the inclusion of extracurricular girls’ groups, structured peer mentoring 
or an additional curricular component intended to develop the social and communicative 
skills necessary for supportive peer relationships, scholars are exploring various ways in 
which programs cultivate supportive peer relationships.  Research suggests that having 
positive peer relationships contributes not only to the quality of education a girl receives, 
but also to her potential to enact her new knowledge and skills beyond the walls of a 
classroom.  The following is an overview several scholars’ work exploring programs in 
the global South that involve peer mentorship.  
In Bruce and Hallman’s (2008) analysis of educational programs for adolescent 
girls in northern Nigeria, rural Burkina Faso and KwaZulu, South Africa, peer mentoring 
took the form of large girls’ groups and smaller mentor/mentee relationships with trained 
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peer mentors.  While peer mentorship was but one component of the larger programs, 
which also included various configurations of adult mentorship, community awareness 
campaigns, group discussions, the creation of safe spaces, life skills and financial 
training, results suggest that participants gained increased access to health care and a 
growth in their knowledge of HIV/AIDS prevention, among other positive outcomes.  
Similarly, Shah’s (2011) previously mentioned ethnographic case study of the KGBV 
school in India describes warm peer relationships resulting from a programmatic 
emphasis on the collective.  This emphasis, similar to what is occurring at Sasema, 
includes girls sharing living and learning spaces and teachers structuring group 
discussions.  Shah notes that while students in this school report a strong sense of 
intrinsic empowerment from their participation in this school (which also included many 
other unique programmatic features, some of which will be explored in subsequent 
sections), they were uncertain of the instrumental value of this empowerment given the 
confines associated with patriarchal social and material structures beyond the walls of the 
school. 
Because the studies cited above analyze overall outcomes of larger educational 
initiatives of which an emphasis on positive peer relationships is but one component, the 
authors do not make a direct causal claim for the impact of programmatic attention on 
creating supportive peer relationships.  Yet Bajaj and Pathmarajah’s (2011) case study of 
a unique co-ed school in India strongly suggests that girls’ ability to enact their agency 
beyond schooling is heighted with peer support, strengthening the argument that 
attending to peer relationships is crucial.  In this school, teachers are trained and 
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supported in implementing human rights curriculum/pedagogy for girls and boys alike, 
yet students are differently able to translate this education into advocacy and 
interventions, with boys more able to operationalize their training for themselves or 
others.  Importantly, when girls’ efforts have been effective, it has often been 
collectively:  “This research suggests that young women may do better collectively or by 
strategizing together with peers or adults to address abuses” (Bajaj & Pathmarajah, 2011, 
p. 62).  This case suggests educational practices that promote a growth in the ability to 
organize collectively are critical for girls in the global South.   
Alternative or supplementary curricula. 
	
As with the case studies just described, many high quality schools and non-formal 
educational programs effectively serving girls in the global South involve the use of 
alternative or supplementary curricula to address the oft-repeated criticism in Tanzania 
and other post-colonial settings that traditional schooling, and particularly the formal 
curriculum which is commonly prescribed by central governments, is irrelevant and 
unable to respond to the needs of today’s youth in a rapidly changing world.  In this 
section I explore the literature around two different variations of such curricula – 
vocational skill-building and life skills curricula – and review how scholars view their 
inclusion as supporting positive outcomes for girls in the global South.   
As the pace of globalization and resultant impact on local economies increase, 
there is a burgeoning interest in providing youth with educational opportunities that 
provide tangible skills which, in turn, result in vocational opportunities.  UNESCO’s 
2012 Education for All Global Monitoring Report, entitled Youth and Skills: Putting 
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Education to Work (2012), frames youth skill development as the answer to stagnant 
economic growth.  While programs for girls that focus on vocational skill building and 
financial literacy are not a new concept, they are receiving increased attention.  Hilal’s 
(2012) mixed-methods study of vocational programs in occupied Palestine quantifies the 
effectiveness of non-formal vocational training with an explicit focus on supporting 
livelihoods for marginalized females.  These NGO-run programs draw on strong links 
with local business communities to provide various combinations of training (both theory 
and practice), apprenticeship, and gendered counseling to support female students.  The 
longitudinal findings suggest that this high-quality vocational training supports 
significant increases in participants’ reported quality of life, employability and ability to 
help their families and communities, even in the highly restrictive context of occupied 
Palestine.  Similarly, Bruce and Hallman’s (2008) study of a non-formal  financial and 
health literacy program for girls in South Africa quantified how girls who received 
training were better able to both describe their financial decision processes and save more 
money than peers who had not undergone such training.   
Turning from a vocational emphasis to the development of personal and 
interpersonal skills, life skills education is a promising curricular component for girls in 
the global South.  The term “life skills” can refer to a wide variety of approaches and 
include topics as diverse as confidence building, disease prevention, communication 
skills and sexual education such as the use of contraception and decision making in 
relationships.  (A caveat here that it is likely that not all approaches or topics termed “life 
skills” can be shown to be effective or of high quality.)  While life skills education is the 
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foundation of many HIV/AIDS prevention and other health programs, emerging literature 
suggests life skills education is increasingly supplementing the traditional curriculum 
within formal schools, with promising outcomes.  Studies at successful schools in the 
global South that have been previously cited in this chapter involving a life skills 
component provide further examples of the value of including life skills curricula within 
formal school settings.  These include Bajaj’s (2009a) study of a Zambian school that 
provides life skills education with a heavy emphasis on gender equality, Shah’s (2011) 
study of an Indian school with a life skills curriculum focused on communication 
building and Bajaj and Pathmarajah’s (2011) study of a school in India providing a 
human-rights focus curriculum.  
Alternative pedagogies. 
	
Shifting away from curricula, many scholars have considered ways in which 
alternate classroom pedagogies, an expansive topic that I can only discuss briefly here, 
can bolster learning for girls.  Research suggests that augmenting the traditional 
curriculum with a pedagogical approach that emphasizes real-world applicability and 
seeks to engage students in active learning can result in positive outcomes for girls and 
women.  Murphy-Graham’s (2008, 2012) previously mentioned qualitative study of an 
alternative school in Honduras describes how teachers work to foster students’ agency by 
situating lessons in local contexts where students will soon be tasked with negotiating 
their own lives.  This effort ensures learning is not a merely theoretical endeavor but that 
it also has practical implications that can be transferred beyond school walls. 
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Active learning refers to any number of dynamic pedagogies that shift the balance 
of classroom activity away from learners acting merely as receivers of information 
toward more participatory forms of learning.  The term as I am employing it here is 
broader than learner-centered pedagogy 8 (LCP) as conceived by educational theorists 
and policy makers in Western contexts, and necessarily so.  For example, Lall (2011) 
critiques the feasibility and effectiveness of student-centered pedagogies in Myanmar, 
where such approaches are seen as undermining respect for elders.  Similarly, Vavrus’ 
(2009) study of beginning teachers’ struggles to enact learner-centered pedagogies in 
northern Tanzania suggests that a contingent constructivism, which takes into account 
local material and social realities, is most appropriately adapted to conditions commonly 
found in educational settings in the global South.   
Vavrus’ most recent book, an edited volume entitled Teaching in Tension (Vavrus 
& Bartlett, 2013), is a further exploration of how the global push for the adoption of 
learner centered pedagogy is influencing local practices within northern Tanzanian 
secondary schools.  This volume extends the discussion of how historic, economic, 
institutional and cultural influences mediate the comprehensive adoption of 
constructivist, student-centered pedagogies.  Vavrus and Bartlett discuss how a reliance 
on low quality but high stakes tests forces teachers to continue to rely on teacher-centered 
pedagogies that reward students’ abilities to memorize over their abilities to think 
critically.  In addition, Vavrus and Salema (2013) discuss how teachers are tasked with 
large class sizes with little or no support, insufficient time or materials, multiple roles to 
                                                
8 Vavrus, Thomas and Bartlett define learner centered pedagogy as “plac(ing) the student at the center of 
the teaching and learning process. It focuses on students’ needs, abilities, backgrounds, and interests with 
the teacher serving primarily as a guide and facilitator for learning” (2011, p. 22). 
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play in schools and resistance from students or colleagues in their attempts at 
implementing LCP.   
Nevertheless, Teaching in Tension discusses how classroom observations and 
interviews reveal the presence of a slow and tentative shift toward increased student 
engagement within some Tanzanian classrooms.  Previously referred to scholars Erulkar 
and Muthengi (2009) and Shah (2011) also describe how pedagogies in which students 
are able to be active agents in their own learning have proven valuable for girls in schools 
in Ethiopia and India.   These studies suggest that contingent hybridities of culturally-
appropriate pedagogies which still shift the balance of classroom activities closer towards 
students’ more active participation are indeed possible.    
Supporting Teachers’ Learning. 
	
 The final practice which has been shown to support girls’ learning in the global 
South is an attention to supporting teachers’ learning, learning which in turn supports the 
enactment of practices I have just discussed.  Nyerere, a former teacher who retained the 
title of Mwalimu (teacher) throughout his life, understood the immense responsibility 
teachers hold: “For teachers can make or ruin our society. As a group they have a power 
which is second to none” (as cited by Chachage, 2010, pp. 176-177).  As with the recent 
discussion of pedagogy or indeed the rest of the espoused approaches, an in-depth 
discussion of teacher training is not possible here.  Instead, I offer two studies which 
demonstrate that investing in thoughtful teacher training can support girls’ classroom 
learning. 
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 Erden’s (2009) study with prospective teachers in Turkey provides strong 
quantitative evidence that semester-long gender equity training for pre-service teachers is 
effective at changing participants’ attitudes.  These attitudes, Erden argues, are at the 
heart of equity issues which directly impact the quality of schooling for girls, and training 
helps teachers begin to confront some of their gendered biases which often result in 
subtle discrimination and implicit gendered violence against girls.  While Ames’s (2005) 
study of schooling in rural Peru paints a grim picture of low quality schooling and 
rampant gender prejudice in rural classrooms, change does occur via two instances of 
teacher training.  In one case a school leader attended an NGO-led training on the use of 
learner-centered pedagogy.  A school visit two years after this training indicated that she 
had indeed begun to incorporate more active learning into her teaching.  In the second 
case, a local in-service training program led by UNICEF resulted in teachers 
understanding the results of, and alternatives to, corporal punishment, thereby causing a 
sharp reduction and possible discontinuation of the practice.  Ames concludes that 
although this study reveals that teachers can improve when they learn to “recognize their 
prejudicial gendered practices”, more needs to be done to “tackle more subtle problems, 
such as low expectations and prejudices about rural children and girls in particular” 
(2005, pp. 162-163). 
Yet tackling these more subtle issues is not easy, and not all forms of teacher 
training are effective.  This is demonstrated, for example, by Thomas and Rugambwa’s 
(2013) account of one Tanzanian teacher’s unsuccessful attempts at disrupting gendered 
hierarchies discussed in a previous section.  Indeed, Halai’s (2011) case study of a two 
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year professional development training for teachers which focused on promoting gender 
equity in 14 Pakistani schools did not result in any meaningful gains.  Such examples 
raise questions about the transformative potential of professional development 
interventions.  Perhaps we ought to be surprised when such trainings are in fact effective, 
for even well-designed interventions are likely to support only incremental change when 
confronting deeply embedded patriarchal structures or well as cultural norms about what 
“good teaching” looks like.   
In this discussion of quality schooling for girls scholarship, I have reviewed 
studies conducted by scholars whose work reveals six practices which have been shown 
to support relevant, high quality education for girls and young women in the global 
South.  The quality schooling for girls group answers the question, “What arguments 
have been made about how schooling changes young women’s lives?” by examining 
what practices seem to increase the quality of schooling, thus improving schooling’s 
outcomes for girls and young women in a wide variety of contexts.  The purpose of 
reviewing this body of literature has been to paint a broad picture of what high quality 
schooling might look like in the global South.  This picture, then, will be used in 
subsequent chapters to contextualize and assess the practices, pedagogies and procedures 
in place at Sasema. 
Discussion 
 
The literature review in this chapter has presented three broad views on how 
schooling may impact the lives of young women, their families and their countries in 
Tanzania and beyond.   The first group of studies and theorists, the schooling for 
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development group, has advanced our understanding of how schooling affects women’s 
lives in ways that impact broader social and economic development.  While these studies 
are important for examining macro-level relationships, their emphasis on measurable 
indicators such as GDP and labor market participation, their limited notion of 
instrumental empowerment and inability to capture nuanced, lived realities of schools, 
lives and processes of change leaves the heart of the question about what schooling does 
in young women’s lives largely unanswered.  The second group, schooling for 
empowerment, advances our theoretical understanding of the processes of empowerment 
and points to the many ways in which schooling has not in actually supported young 
women’s empowerment.  Building on the work of schooling for empowerment scholars, 
quality schooling for girls scholars narrow the focus to reveal those practices that raise 
the educational quality and, further, support processes of empowerment for young 
women and other vulnerable youth within and through schooling.   
While the two final two bodies of literature situate and inform my study, this 
literature review also reveals a gap that I intend this study of the impact of high quality 
schooling in the lives of young Tanzanian women to fill.  First, most studies give an 
insufficient amount of attention to the social, economic, linguistic and historic contexts of 
schooling and processes of empowerment; studies that take a robust ethnographic 
approach are few.  As a result, some of the studies in all three groups can utilize and 
privilege etic, Western-based perspectives and notions of empowerment and gender 
equality.  Fewer studies still situate the study of individual girls’ lives within the broader 
contexts in which they live.  My study, drawing on years of experience within the context 
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of life and schooling in Tanzania, informed by my Kiswahili skills and building on 
frequent trips to Sasema School to interview the young women in this study, seeks to 
provide this contextualization and reveal emic perspectives on relevant issues, most 
centrally the issue of empowerment.    
A second shortcoming of many studies in both the schooling for empowerment 
and quality schooling groups is that they generally do not analyze change in women’s 
lives over time.  The majority of these studies do not follow, for example, young women 
beyond their years of schooling, something that some researchers the schooling for 
development group have more frequently done, although with an interest on specific, 
measurable impacts (e.g. LeVine et al. , 2012; Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2004).  Given 
the theoretical understanding of empowerment as a process, exploring such a process 
longitudinally as it unfolds, is thwarted, contested, negotiated or renegotiated by young 
women themselves, as in this study, may be highly illustrative the non-linearity of such 
processes.  Moreover, frequent interviews with the same young women reveal how their 
perception of this empowerment process and what schooling may have to do with it 
changes over time.   
In the next chapter, I will expand this discussion to further explain why the 
combination of life histories of young Tanzanian women alongside an ethnographic 
exploration of their schooling is uniquely suited to advancing our understandings of the 
possibilities and limitations of schooling to support the empowerment process for young 
women.  The next chapter presents the methodology I have used to examine Sasema 
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School as well as how seven young women view the notion of empowerment and this 
school’s relationship to this process in their life histories.   
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Chapter Three:  Research Design and Methodology 
 
Introduction to Research Design 
My research design entailed examining both Sasema Secondary School for Girls 
as a unique educational space and the life histories of seven young women who attended 
it.  The first half of this study, an ethnographic exploration of Sasema with an aim of 
understanding its pedagogies and practices, began in early 2012 with the first of what 
would be seven trips to Sasema through 2015 in my role as a research assistant leading a 
team and gathering data for the aforementioned evaluation project.  During these visits, I 
observed classes, interviewed Sasema students, teachers and community members and 
analyzed curricula such that I was able to develop an increasingly deeper understanding 
of this school and its holistic approach to girls’ education.  My time at Sasema 
culminated in an extended trip in which I stayed in neighboring Mankwe,9 Tanzania in 
February and March of 2015.  During this stay, together with my research partner, Judith 
Merinyo Avugwi, we divided our time between town, where we visited with the young 
women participating in my study, and school, where we further observed classes, talked 
informally with students and briefly participated in teaching at Sasema.  At Sasema, the 
majority of our time was spent with one teacher, the school counselor and life skills 
teacher, as well as speaking informally with many other teachers and staff, which I 
continue to do today via email.  Chapter Four, which focuses on the school, is the result 
of these efforts. 
                                                
9 In an attempt to protect the anonymity of the school and my research participants, I use Mankwe as a 
pseudonym for the town nearest to Sasema.    
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My exploration of how schooling can impact marginalized girls’ lives also 
focused on conducting life history interviews with a group of seven young women who 
had either been among the first cohorts to graduate or, in the case of two young women, 
left Sasema before completing their studies.  In particular, I focused on their significant 
life experiences as they articulated them, both those that occurred before they arrived at 
Sasema as well as those that had more recently taken place following their return to their 
home communities or places of further study.  I asked them to engage in a retrospective 
analysis of their experiences at school to understand which teaching methods and 
practices they believe had had the greatest impact on their lives.  Chapters Five, Six and 
Seven examine these processes of empowerment through schooling as well as reveal 
related themes that emerged that were both germane to my research questions and 
significant to these young women’s lives.   
This chapter lays out my research methodology in detail.  I begin with an 
examination of my positionality and a discussion of the ethics of conducting this 
research.  I describe the sources of my data as well as the interview data collection and 
initial analysis.  I then turn my attention to describing the approaches I undertook both 
with conducting an ethnographic exploration of Sasema and conducting life history 
interviewees with former Sasema students.  I conclude following a discussion of validity 
concerns and limitations of this study.   
Positionality and Ethical Considerations 
 
Western feminists, even with the best of intentions, have rightly been criticized as 
often perpetuating racist or classist notions and excluding, misrepresenting, or dismissing 
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the experiences and knowledges of non-western women.  Narayan (2010) speaks of her 
concern about this “othering” that is possible by Western feminists when engaging with 
those who have historically been subjugated:  “We are suspicious of the motives of our 
sympathizers or the extent of their sincerity, we worry, often with good reason, that they 
may claim that their interest provides a warrant for them to speak for us, as dominant 
groups throughout history have spoken for the dominated” (pp. 336-337).  As a western 
feminist, I ask how, in my pursuit of knowledge, I might move toward research questions, 
designs, practices and relationships that do not serve to reinscribe the inequality I seek to 
challenge.   
One of the first orders of business is to examine my positionality, my own 
enmeshment.  Haraway (1988) advocates for constructing knowledge in which the 
knower and the known, both located in the material and social world, are equally real and 
agentic.  This requires both that the historically, structurally, and materially privileged 
knower be open to discovering the ways in which those who are viewed as subordinated 
can and do exercise agency, and those who are privileged turn a reflexive and critical 
gaze on themselves as knowers.  Scheman writes: “What responds to the real needs of the 
marginalized or subordinated is realism about knowing subjects as rigorous as the realism 
about the objects of their knowledge.  Such a need is especially crucial when the objects 
of knowledge are the marginalized and subordinated themselves” (2011, p. 25).  Realism 
about the knowing subjects, in this case, requires self-examination, conducting reflexive 
work on my own self.  In order to do this, I borrow Lugones’s notion of “long” and 
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“wide” selves (as described by Scheman, 2011), in which our long selves are our 
historically rooted selves and our wide selves are our webbed, relational connections. 
For the purposes of my dissertation, examining my “long-self” entails describing 
my history of engagement with Tanzania and its educational systems.  Born into middle 
class family with two parents as teachers, I studied anthropology and Swahili at the 
University of Dar es Salaam in 1995, where I also taught English at a local primary 
school.  Following college graduation, I returned to Tanzania and taught English for two 
years at a rural secondary school which was, like Sasema, a boarding school but, unlike 
Sasema, co-educational and reliant on students’ school fees rather than external financial 
support.  Although I visited Tanzania in the interim, my direct engagement with the 
Tanzanian education system resumed when I returned to the University of Minnesota and 
began, in 2011, what would be four years of serving as a research assistant on the 
evaluation project that brought me to Sasema.  Thus, I have lived, studied, taught, and 
researched in Tanzania intermittently over the last 20 years.  This history has given me 
the opportunity to become familiar with the country and its educational systems as well 
as hone my Swahili, cross-cultural and research skills.  But familiarity and skills are 
insufficient to ensure a project such as this is completed successfully and with integrity.   
A central challenge that I have tried to confront in this work is addressing the 
impasse of representation which asks whether I, in my particular privileged situatedness, 
can understand and then represent the experiences and needs of marginalized people, in 
this case of young Tanzanian women.  As Narayan’s (2010) quote above suggests, this 
debate has been widely contested among feminists. Though I have not sought a tidy, 
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summative response (nor do I believe one exists), I have nevertheless needed to find a 
working, tentative, good-enough answer in order to conduct this work.  Nagar and Geiger 
(2007) hold that conducting feminist research in post-colonial settings is possible via 
“collaborative border-crossing” that aims at co-producing knowledge to enable political 
transformation and the pursuit of justice and empowerment. One of their guiding 
questions is as follows: “How can feminist use fieldwork to produce knowledges across 
multiple divides (of power, geopolitical, and institutional locations, axes of difference, 
etc.) in ways that do not reinscribe interests of the privileged?” (2007, p. 2).   
My vision for research is drawn, in part, from an answer Nagar and Geiger 
explored in response to the question they posed.   Nagar writes (years later) of the 
responsibility to examine – and use - our institutional and sociopolitical affiliation.  They 
argue for:  
[A] need to extend academic reflexivity in feminist fieldwork beyond the realm of 
the individual researcher’s personal identities to the sociopolitical and 
institutional locations in which researchers were operating.  Such reflexivity, we 
argued could become a basis for forming situated solidarities with third-world 
subjects to produce potentially (more) meaningful knowledges across 
geographical, institutional, and sociopolitical borders. (2014, p. 100).    
 
I am aware that my positionality as a white, western researcher in Tanzania means I am 
endowed with privileges of which I am unable to simply divest myself.  My having been 
relatively well-educated as well as my affiliation with the University of Minnesota means 
that, for better or worse, I am often seen as an “authorized knower”.  While this has 
sometimes been troublesome to me, and I resist as I think about further establishing 
relationships in Tanzania where I am known primarily as a researcher, I conclude it also 
comes with some measure of responsibility.   
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I ask, given my history, what posture and position can I take in the academy, the 
realms of education and development and interpersonally within this research project?  I 
ask this knowing it is not, after all, possible to cast off the part of the white, well-
educated, privileged expert despite my resistance.  As Lugones writes, “I can’t not will to 
animate that being.  That’s not up to me.  But I can imbue that being with ambiguity; I 
can imbue myself with ambiguity.  In doing that, I can thereby enact a creative strategy of 
resistance . . .” (2003, p. 74).  In response to this question, I understand that while my 
educational and historic credentials may bring a certain kind of knowledge and expertise, 
it is likely that the resources brought by what Lugones would term my “wide self” are 
even more useful here.   
It is not the sum of my time in Tanzania that is of value so much as it is my deep 
and varied connections, as well as the mutual and reciprocal nature of these connections, 
with Tanzanians.  These relationships – whether with my research partner Judith, my 
teaching colleagues, my roommate, students, classmates, friends, ‘family’ or the young 
women who have been part of this study -- have taught me, over time, to listen closely 
and empathetically, in Swahili, to the stories I am told.   By inviting me into their homes 
and lives, they have generously given me some understanding of the material and cultural 
backdrops of life in rural Tanzania in which to contextualize these stories.  They have 
taught me how to cross multiple borders with some measure of grace in spite of the many 
mistakes I have inevitably made.  In a vivid passage that has served as a guiding principle 
for my work, Moraga wrote of a woman who “spoke with power about a world that is 
both alien and common to me: ‘the capacity to enter into the lives of others’.  But you 
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can’t just take the goods and run” (1983, pp. 31-32).  Over the past 20 years, I have 
entered into the lives of others in Tanzania (and they have entered mine), and in the spirit 
of not taking the goods running, I have attempted to engage in this research in such a way 
that, I hope, both the processes and the outcomes have offered something to a place and 
people to whom I owe much. The remainder of this section turns from an examination of 
my positionality to further consider the ethics of this research while through an 
examination of the processes and possible outcomes of this study.   
I have approached this work with the understanding that unless I am willing to be 
sufficiently vulnerable and to risk entering relationships and crossing multiple borders, it 
would be unlikely that this work could be done with integrity.  Nagar writes, “A politics 
without guarantees, then, is rooted in a praxis of radical vulnerability that is committed to 
opening up spaces for negotiation by always returning us to the ethics of how and why 
one comes to a story  to its variable tellings and retellings” (2014, p. 14).  Thus, drawing 
on my experiences over the years and relationships that extend into the present, my 
research has sought to infuse my relationships with Tanzanians (research colleagues, 
research participants, etc.) with respect, reciprocity and a deferential humor that is often 
appreciated in Tanzania.  I have attempted to defer and refer to local knowledges as much 
as possible in my relationships and in this analysis, for example with my co-researcher, 
Judith, as well as in discussion with others even as some may view me as inhabiting the 
transnational development expert role.  In homes, classrooms and while talking one on 
one with young women, I have used humor, stayed quiet, and listened with attention and 
empathy.  When uncertain and whenever making knowledge claims, I have drawn on my 
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relationships with Judith and many others to ask questions, seek advice, and check my 
understandings.  
The opportunity and decision to involve Judith as a research assistant in this study 
was one of the most significant events in this process and, I believe, contributed to the 
quality of the process and to the dissertation itself, particularly in making this an ethical, 
respectful and mutual research project.  Judith had distinguished herself as among the 
most highly skilled and intuitive interviewers and analysts in the group of research 
assistants who had worked with the University of Minnesota evaluation at Sasema.  Her 
English is excellent, with a precision and nuance cultivated over years of schooling and 
practical experience working with international NGOs in Kenya and Tanzania.  Over our 
years of working together, Judith and I had developed a collaborative, communicative 
and trusting relationship.  Moreover, we valued and sought each other’s insights.  In 
addition to her excellent research skills, I felt Judith’s empathetic, deeply caring nature 
would contribute significantly to this project, for she had developed strong relationships 
with Sasema students, who reacted with enthusiasm to this young Tanzanian woman with 
an infectious smile, warmth and genuine interest in their lives.  I was therefore elated 
when Judith agreed to spend a month with me in Mankwe conducting the life history 
work.   
An examination of my positionality in relation to Judith is warranted here, 
although a thorough treatment of this topic is something that we plan to write more about 
together in the future.  Judith and I have frequently discussed how this doctoral project 
will result in only one PhD.  We have noted the irony of how, in some ways, this 
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situation mirrors the inequality of privilege and lopsided power relations to which we 
hoped this study might speak back.  Even having the choice and opportunity to enter a 
doctoral program, let alone secure funding to travel for a month of research and, beyond 
that, employ someone to assist with research, is far beyond the reach of most Tanzanians.  
There aren’t simplistic answers to lingering questions about power or concerns about 
reinscribing existing inequalities, concerns I raise here not in defense, but in 
acknowledgement.  I do not wish to speak on behalf of Judith, but I note that this is 
something we have spoken openly and frequently about, and that we have been 
collaborating to find ways to ensure our work together can further support her own 
vocational and educational aspirations.  
Aside from securing Judith’s assistance, there were several other key decisions I 
made in an effort to approach the research process in a manner consistent with my 
guiding principles of collaboration, respect and mutuality.  I chose a life history 
methodology, in part, due to the collaborative and connective possibilities inherent in the 
research process. Sparkes describes this potential as follows: “Life history has greater 
potential to develop collaborative modes of engagement in which greater control and 
status is given to the subject” (1995, p. 117).  In another piece, Sparkes describes how 
such a methodology increases the likelihood that research subjects, the storytellers 
themselves, find the process of researching their lives useful: “(L)ife history work has the 
potential to help individuals view themselves . . . in new emancipatory ways” (1994, p. 
179).  While this is perhaps an optimistic notion, it was nevertheless my aspiration that 
the interactions between the young women participants and Judith and me be respectful, 
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affirming, mutual, and, to the greatest extent possible, create space for a shift toward a 
more collaborative research process that I hoped the young women might value as an 
opportunity to examine their life experiences, emotions and perspectives so as to gain 
insight into their lives and, in the process, affirm their self-worth.    
Drawing on conversations over email, Skype and, finally, in person meetings, 
Judith and I thus approached this work with a shared vision.  At each point in this 
research process, we considered how we could make this a more supportive, mutual and 
affirming process in an attempt to open what Nagar (2014, p. 14) would call collaborative 
“spaces for negotiation”.  This involved a mundane but nevertheless important attention 
to logistics, for example arranging the timing and location of interviews to accommodate 
participants’ preferences or visiting their families at times when it would be clear we 
weren’t expecting to be offered meals.  We created a process of discussing this research 
with and gaining consent from participants, including discussing, at length, the purposes 
of this research, the ways in which I was committed to keeping their confidentiality but 
yet could not completely guarantee it, the possibilities (and potential purposes) of 
eventual publication, continual reminders they were free to answer or not answer any 
question and ensuring there was space for them to ask as many questions as they’d like.  
This is a process that continues to be actively collaborative, for I have shared transcripts 
with the three focal young women and gotten feedback which has continued to shape 
what I do and do not include in their stories.   
During our many hours spent with the young women, Judith and I attempted to 
cultivate empathetic, non-judgmental and supportive postures.  We attempted to be open 
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to and hospitable toward the young women’s understandings and experiences they 
offered while, at the same time, guarding their well-being as we approached what at times 
became very sensitive conversations.  We soon became a team that, with the briefest of 
looks passing between us, understood when to probe for more information, when to wait 
quietly to see if someone chose to add anything and when to move on to another subject.  
While we became close with these young women who generously shared their life stories 
with us, we sought, for the sake of these young women as well as ourselves, to balance 
this by maintaining something of an older-sister posture as well.  This allowed to us to 
work with these young women with care and encouragement while also avoiding any 
unhelpful enmeshment.  In short, we were constantly attentive to, and in discussion 
about, our relationships with these young women and their families, and we considered 
how they may view us with every interaction we had in an attempt to ensure we were 
protecting and promoting their well-being.  Thus the life history interviewing process, as 
with my time at Sasema with teachers and in classrooms, has, at every turn, been imbued 
with the intention to privilege and defer to young women and their families, their 
experiences, preferences, perspectives, knowledge and always with an attention to their 
well-being.  In forthcoming sections of this chapter, I will further discuss how I have 
approached the analysis and presentation of young women’s stories with a similar ethos.  
Returning to the concept of wide selves, staying rooted in and drawing upon my 
connections to Judith, many other Tanzanian colleagues and friends as well as colleagues 
and mentors at the University of Minnesota and beyond has been critical in this process 
of conducting ethical research.   
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I conclude with a few thoughts about the ethical considerations of the outcome of 
this research, something I also consider in upcoming sections, as it also is relevant to this 
section examining my situatedness.  Aside from academic contributions, what eventual 
aspirations do I have for this storytelling?  Lugones writes, “the failure of love lies in part 
in the failure to identify” (2003, p. 85).  I have been able to inhabit a space and position 
where my job of listening and telling of stories may, provided I have done my work well, 
may become a mechanism by which perspectives and experiences of Tanzanian women 
on the margins may become a bit more identifiable to others.  Haraway writes, “I am 
arguing for the view from a body, always a complex, contradictory, structuring, and 
structured body . . .” (1988, p. 376).  This section has attempted to offer a history of my 
view, as well as to examine my rationale and methods for offering seven very specific 
views from Tanzania.  This work, the ethics and power involved, has given me pause.  As 
Abu-Lughod succinctly points out: “To be feminist entails being sensitive to domination; 
for the ethnographer that means being aware of domination in the society being described 
and in the relationship between the writer and readers and the people being written about” 
(2008, p. 5).  As I take stock of this work, the long and wide selves I bring to it, I offer no 
neat conclusions except for the hope that in this study exploring the paradox of schooling 
and empowerment for young women in Tanzania, both the process and product, has 
privileged these young women’s knowledge and experiences.     
Sources of Data and Research Permission 
	
As previously stated, the majority of this dissertation is drawn from a series of life 
history interviews as well as time spent at Sasema conducting participant observation.  
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This work was conducted in February and March of 2015 with follow-up interviews 
conducted over the phone in January of 2016.  However, the larger evaluation from 
which this research project was launched, and from which background data has been 
drawn, also informed my understandings of the young women’s lives and the school.  
Although the evaluation includes quantitative data derived from demographic forms and 
ongoing rounds of student surveys, for the purposes of my dissertation I referred back 
solely to qualitative data and, in particular, to the original translated transcripts of earlier 
interviews of the young women in this sample.  In 2014, I received generous permission 
from the evaluation’s Principal Investigators, Professors Joan DeJaeghere and David 
Chapman, to use this data for my expressed research purposes.  I also received 
permission to from Dr. DeJaeghere to draw on interview and observational data collected 
in October of 2012 and November 2013 as part of a second study we conducted to 
understand the ways in which Sasema students draw on their education to negotiate their 
relationships.  In 2014, I received permission from Sasema officials, the affiliated NGO, 
and the University of Minnesota’s Institutional Review Board (study 1410P54181) to 
conduct this research.  In January of 2015, I received research clearance from the United 
Republic of Tanzania’s Commission for Science and Technology. (See appendix C for a 
timeline of my study.)  The following table (Table One) describes my sources of data, 
with those sources that are not associated with the evaluation and were collected solely 
for the purposes of this study 2015 and 2016 highlighted. 
Table 1:  Data Sources 
Research question Data source 
What does 
empowerment mean 
-Three years of evaluation interviews of Sasema staff and youth 
participants, 2012 - 2014 
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to young women in 
Tanzania? 
-Two years of relationships/ life skills study data, 2013-2014 
-Interviews conducted with focal youth, family and friends  in 
February and March of 2015 and follow-up interviews in 2016, 
totaling 32 interviews 
-Interviews with Sasema staff in February and March of 2015 and 
follow-up interviews in 2016, totaling 8 interviews 
What practices at 
Sasema are 
empowering or 
disempowering?   
-Three years of evaluation interviews of Sasema staff and youth 
participants, 2012 - 2014 
-Two years of relationships/ life skills study data, 2012-2013 
-Classroom observations as part of evaluation, life skills study 
-Participant observation conducted in February and March of 
2015 
-Interviews conducted with focal youth, family and friends in 
February and March of 2015 and follow-up interviews in 2016 
(32 in total) 
-Interviews with Sasema staff in February and March of 2015 and 
follow-up interviews in 2016 (8 total) 
-Analysis of Sasema’s life skills curriculum  
How does schooling 
change lives? 
-Three years of evaluation interviews of Sasema staff and youth 
participants, 2012 - 2014 
-Two years of relationships/ life skills study data, 2012-2013 
-Interviews conducted with focal youth, family and friends in 
February and March of 2015 and follow-up interviews in 2016 
(32 in total) 
-Interviews with Sasema staff in February and March of 2015 and 
follow-up interviews in 2016 (8 total) 
-Observations of homes and families of the young women in this 
study’s sample, February and March of 2015 
 
Interview Data Collection and Initial Analysis 
 
The young women who comprise this study’s sample are those who were part of 
the original evaluation sample but had already graduated or left Sasema by 2015, who 
were both interested and available to be interviewed, as well as those whom I knew to be 
enthusiastic, insightful interviewees.  Furthermore, I sought young women with a variety 
of attributes, including mothers and non-mothers, young women who were orphaned and 
those who were not, those who went to further schooling after Sasema and those who 
were working, those who had indicated they were enthusiastic about Sasema and those 
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who expressed more ambivalence about their schooling experience, young women with a 
variety of future aspirations, a variety family backgrounds and differing attitudes toward 
their academic work.  The resulting sample was seven young women.   
 Upon meeting these young women, we discussed the concepts of consent and 
confidentiality, describing the possible outcomes of this research including potential 
publications and answering any questions they had.  Judith and I then conducted 
responsive interviews (Rubin & Rubin, 2011) in which we sought to construct and 
employ questions that lead from the general and open to the more specific and nuanced 
according to the responses that interviewees provided.  Themes and emplotted stories - 
narratives containing a plot, describing a series of life events - followed according to 
what interviewees offered as well as what we are able to shape with our questioning.  
Thus, while there was a guide, there was no strict interview protocol to be followed; 
rather, Judith and I agreed upon strategies for collaborative conversations alongside a 
series of potential questions from which such conversations were initiated.  Below is the 
guide we used of possible questions (Table Two): 
Table 2:  Interview Questions 
Research 
question 
Broad interview questions 
How does 
schooling change 
lives? 
What do you remember about your (or your loved one's, in the 
case of parents or close associates) life before you (or she) 
attended Sasema?   
a. What are some of your earliest memories? 
b. Tell us about your family when you were young. 
c. What events stand out when you think about your childhood? 
d. Tell us about what you remember life to be like in primary 
school. 
e. What were your days like immediately before you attended 
Sasema? 
f. When you were young, what did you imagine your life to be like 
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when you got older?  Who were your role models? 
g. What hopes did you have about your future life?  Fears? 
h. Who helped and supported you and how? 
i. What were your biggest challenges and how did you confront 
them? 
 
2.  Tell us about your life since leaving Sasema.   
a. What aspects of your education are you using now? 
b. What are your hopes and aspirations now?  How do these relate 
to your education, if at all?  
c. Imagine if you had not attended Sasema.  Please describe how 
you think your life would be different now.  
d. How does your life compare to a close friend who did not attend 
Sasema?   
 
What practices at 
Sasema are 
empowering or 
disempowering?   
(#2 above.  Also the following:) 
1. Looking back, what classes, relationships and aspects of 
Sasema were important to you, and why? 
2.  What do you wish would have been different at Sasema? 
 
What does 
empowerment 
mean? 
 (Many of the questions above. Also the following:) 
1. Describe the lives of Tanzanian women who you would like 
your life to be like.   
2.  What does empowerment mean?  How, if at all, has Sasema 
changed how you think about this? 
 
My work on the UMN evaluation project meant that I had, over several years, 
been involved in scores of interviews.  In that work, my most active role in the interview 
space was that of transcriber while a Tanzanian research assistant, in the role of 
translator, spoke a quiet and oftentimes rushed English translation to me of interviewees’ 
words as the interview was occurring in real time.  For the purposes of the evaluation, 
this model worked well.  Yet in this study, my approach to interviewing, translation and 
transcription was different: Although I did write some hand-written notes, I did not bring 
a computer into interviews; freed from the need to actively transcribe in the interview 
space, I participated in such a way that Judith and I became partner interviewers; freed 
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from needing to attend to English translations, I participated predominately in Kiswahili.  
In summary, my involvement meant these interviews often became three-way 
conversations, although always with the intention of co-constructing life histories with 
the young women.   
Upon completion of these interviews, Judith and I immediately captured our 
initial thoughts, insights, and analysis in a joint process of memo writing (Rossman & 
Rallis, 2003; Charmaz, 2014).   Here we also noted any concepts or aspects of stories to 
be explored in subsequent interviews, for we interviewed young woman at least three 
times, sometimes up to six times, between February 15 and March 15 of 2015.  Given my 
aim was for Judith and I as well as the young women themselves to be actively involved 
in the analysis of these stories, conversations, and interviews, the process of memoing 
and then returning to stories or themes with follow up probes and clarifying questions 
aided in the co-construction of these narratives.  This process also supports what Lather 
(1987) terms “face validity”, referring to member checks and triangulation, so that initial 
understandings of young women’s stories was later confirmed through discussion, 
analysis and, frequently, more conversations with young women. 
 The process of translating and transcribing interviews was also analytical and 
involved engaging in extensive linguistic mapping of concepts in both Kiswahili and 
English to ensure we captured, to the best of our ability, the intention of the storytellers in 
the English translation.  In the few instances that our discussions as to how best to 
capture the nuance of a phrase or word were unresolved, we called on several 
linguistically-skilled bilingual friends in Tanzania to see if we could build a consensus 
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around a precise, high-quality translation.  We also attempted to bring the numerous and 
varied storytelling flourishes that the young women used, as much as possible, to the 
English text.  This was a challenge because some do not translate very straight forwardly 
and may seem, to English speaking readers, as odd.  Nevertheless, I made sure that each 
of these flourishes and linguistic markers were included in the original transcript so as to 
have record of them.  Thus, the entire translation and transcription process was time 
consuming, averaging nearly three hours for each hour of recorded interview.  We 
completed the majority of this process in Tanzania, with only a few remaining Swahili 
phrases peppering the transcripts.  Furthermore, the majority of the remaining Swahili 
was intentional: I began to see particular Swahili words or phrases repeated when young 
women discussed the concept of empowerment, what school had done for them, or what 
they had learned through various experiences in their lives, and I wanted to ensure that, 
with each occurrence of these words or phrases, I captured them in the same way and 
thus left them in Swahili in brackets.  
Upon return to the United States, I entered the transcripts, field notes and memos 
into NVivo for coding.  I coded these using a combination of inductive and deductive 
reasoning, an approach I have taken with coding these young women’s interviews on the 
evaluation project.  Glaser and Strauss (2009) offer the grounded theory method as a 
means from which data can shape analysis and theorization, rather than forcing data into 
predetermined categories. This emergent design allows for open categorization and 
coding, guided by the data, to attempt to arrive at deeper understandings of the 
phenomena being studied. Furthermore, I instituted two practices in an attempt to look at 
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my new data with fresh eyes:  First, I did not, at any point in my analysis of this data, 
refer back to the coding structure of the evaluation data.  Secondly, I coded and then re-
coded multiple times on multiple themes as the focus of my study shifted and emerged, 
and therefore have constructed several smaller code books as well as one larger coding 
framework10.  I note, however, in an attempt to attend to what Lather (1986) calls 
“construct validity” - examining the extent to which the theories employed are aligned 
with data – that I did not arrive to this data tabula rasa, as my theorizing has informed 
my research questions, my pre-existing understanding of young women’s lives, guided 
my methodology, etc.   
This section has described some of the initial analytic processes I employed in 
this study, particularly in relation to conducting interviews, translation and initial 
transcription as well as my process of coding.  I offer a further description of my analysis 
in the next two sections which examine ethnographies of schooling and life history 
methodologies.  In particular, I attend to decisions I made to edit and shape raw 
transcripts into three coherent narratives of life histories while using field notes, memos 
and transcripts from other interviews in order to construct the findings sections of this 
dissertation.   
An Ethnographic Examination of Schooling 
 
Since Willis’s (1977) account of working class young men in a British school, 
ethnographic examinations of schooling and schools have proliferated.  Willis’s 
exploration of how working class “lads” subvert educational authority, although not to 
                                                
10 Appendix A offers my most-used code book.   
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their eventual vocational or financial advantage, illustrates the processes of ‘cultural 
production’ at work in and through schooling.  Toward the opposite end of the 
achievement and economic spectrum, Demerath (2009) examines how, at high school in 
an upper middle class suburb in the central United States, students’ individual 
achievement is fostered and cultivated by school structures, parents and faculty, and even 
the wider community, even at the expense of young people’s well-being.  Two 
ethnographies of secondary schooling in Tanzania (Vavrus, 2003; Stambach, 2000) 
describe the constrained conditions of teaching and learning common in Tanzanian 
schools. Vavrus succinctly summarizes the limitations of schooling to support economic 
development.  Methodologically, each of these ethnographies use field work, participant 
observation, textual analysis, various forms of interaction and interviews with students 
and faculty, as well as wider community members, to investigate educational processes, 
spaces and social life in order to “make explicit the hidden assumptions, beliefs, and 
concerns” of educational communities (Demerath, 2009, p. 6).  Such methods allow for 
the creation of what Geertz (1973) termed “thick description”.   
I employed similar tools in my study of Sasema:  Over seven evaluation-related 
visits, I observed classes and daily life, interacted with students and faculty, and 
interviewed faculty, students and community members. I designed the period of life 
history research to include observations, interactions, and participation, including some 
short teaching, to occur over several weeks at Sasema, an amount of time that 
accommodated my research needs and other commitments as well as the needs of the 
busy school community.  While this may be less than ideal for the purposes of conducting 
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a rich ethnography, it was all that the time and access that was available to me.  In a piece 
that examines her ethnographic methods for a study of working-class women’s life 
histories, Luttrell advocates for “good enough” research methods (2000) that draw 
liberally and from a variety of methodologies in order to suit contexts, research questions, 
opportunities, constraints and even temperament of researchers, etc.  Thus, it is my 
assertion that insights gleaned from my evaluation-related trips combined with my more 
immersive time at Sasema while working solely on my dissertation constitutes 
ethnographically informed research, although likely not a true ethnography.  As Lutrell 
suggests, “At its core, ethnographic research is creative, inventive, emotionally charged, 
and un-easy.  ‘Good enough’ researchers find ways to sustain all these aspects” (2000, p. 
517).   
My time doing dissertation-related research at Sasema was organized in 
collaboration with the life skills teacher and involved observing classes, numerous 
informal discussions with teachers, teaching classes, joining small groups of students and 
generally watching the day to day operations of and interactions at the school as well as 
several lengthy interviews with the life skills teacher herself.  I designed our schedule so 
the days of immersion at Sasema would conclude with ample time to devote to analysis 
and reflection.  This entailed Judith and I discussing our observations, memoing and, 
depending on the activity we’d joined that day, translating and transcribing.  This process 
involved Judith and I drawing on our knowledge of and familiarity with Tanzanian 
schools to draw points of comparison and contrast with Sasema.  I then typed extensive 
field notes drawing on Judith’s and my analysis as well as earlier hand-written notes I 
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had made while at Sasema.  My chapter on Sasema draws heavily from these field notes 
and includes some excerpts to highlight certain aspects of Sasema’s curriculum or 
pedagogy.  During my analysis and writing, I have been in frequent contact with the 
founder and head of Sasema to get clarifying information on the school as needed.  Thus 
it is my hope that the total of these efforts have contributed to a “good enough” 
ethnographic exploration of Sasema such that readers have sufficient description and 
analysis of its programming to understand its unique approaches as well as the ways in 
which these approaches might impact young women’s lives. 
Storytelling and Life History Methodology 
 
This ethnographically-informed study examining female empowerment through 
schooling has a significant focus on exploring the unfolding of individual young 
women’s lives through the co-construction of life histories.  Tierney describes life 
histories as such: “Life history is singular.  When I undertake a life history, I try to 
understand how larger concepts (culture, society, time) get defined and worked out by 
one individual” (1995, p. 117).  In reference to Goodson (1995), I have intended this 
study to provide “stories of action” within theories of (educational) context.    
Why employ a narrative methodology?  Over multiple evaluation-related visits, 
students shared their stories and perspectives on their schooling and lives.  Though we 
followed an interview protocol that is primarily thematic in its question formation, it was 
striking to me that their answers to questions such as whether they earn money or who 
supports them have been frequently shared in the form of lengthy stories.  Sasema 
students, like Tanzanians more broadly, commonly present their knowledge and 
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perspectives in the form of emplotted stories.  When listening to these young women 
relate their knowledge in this form, I have been struck by how constructing (and telling) 
stories is a way of making and exploring meaning from our experiences.  Numerous 
researchers and theorists (e.g. Bruner, 1986; Polkinghorne, 1988; Casey, 1996) have 
articulated this same insight into how humans employ narrative to experience and make 
meaning of life.  Olson and Craig (2001) suggest that our lives are lived and understood 
as our own stories enmeshed in others' stories.  As such, there is a compelling argument 
for narrative research, which offers what Clandinin and Connelly call “a narrative view of 
experience” (2000, p. 127), as a valuable method to examine schooling, teachers' and 
students’ identities and experiences, schooling practices, or narrating and re-narrating life 
trajectories.   
In my role analyzing qualitative data from Sasema for the purposes of the 
evaluation, I sifted through these stories, edited, analyzed and presented them according 
to themes (Willemsen et al., 2012; Willemsen et al., 2013; Willemsen et al., 2014). In this 
form of inquiry, the researcher’s voice remains primary, while subjects’ voices are often 
evident in illustrative quotes.  This form of inquiry is what Polkinghorne (1995) would 
call “analysis of narratives”, and similar to what Peacock and Holland (1988, quoted by 
Luttrell, 2000, p. 503) call the “portal approach” to using life history for ethnographic 
reasons.  This approach privileges paradigmatic and thematic knowing over narrative 
knowing:  it uses life stories as a means to examine phenomena, themes, and processes 
external to and distinct from the life histories themselves.  I make use of this approach in 
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this dissertation as I seek to answer questions around school practices and pedagogies as 
well as the nature of empowerment.    
However, there is another approach to examining narratives, an approach which 
Polkinghorne (1995) terms “narrative analysis”, which I have employed in this study, in 
particular in the three life history chapters.  This approach is more holistic insofar as it 
privileges subjects’ stories as coherent wholes.  In this approach, narratives are not 
necessarily means to a thematic end, but themselves represent a distinct form of knowing, 
namely narrative knowing.  Polkinghorne describes the distinction from the former 
approach as such: “While paradigmatic knowledge is maintained in individual words that 
name a concept, narrative knowledge is maintained in emplotted stories” (1995, p. 11).   
Polkinghorne goes on to describe the purpose of maintaining the narrative structure of 
stories in research: “The purpose of narrative analysis is not simply to produce a 
reproduction of observations; rather, it is to provide a dynamic framework in which the 
range of disconnected data elements are made to cohere in an interesting and explanatory 
way” (1995, p. 20).   Highly similar to, yet not completely replicating, Polkinghorne’s 
distinction is what Peacock and Holland term the “process approach” (1988, quoted by 
Luttrell, 2000, p. 503).  Luttrell describes how her study of women enrolled in 
community adult education employs this method of analysis to attend to “the structure, 
coherence, and discourse forms the women use to tell their stories – in this case, to learn 
about the women’s identities and self-understandings” (2000, p. 503).  This is precisely 
what my dissertation attempts to do. 
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From the earliest conceptualizations of this research, I have been committed, for 
both epistemological and axiological reasons, to privileging the young women’s 
emplotted stories.  This constitutes a shift from solely conducting analysis of narratives 
toward what Polkinghorne calls narrative analysis. Luttrell writes how, when deciding 
how to write about her interviews, she “felt torn between reporting individual life stories 
(which could not so easily be reduced to a main point) and building a case for the patterns 
[she] was detecting” (2000, p. 508).  Due in part to her large sample size, Luttrell decided 
to focus on patterns and “as a result something was lost and something else gained . . . 
women’s individuality would be lost, building a theory about how school structure and 
culture shapes identities and self-understandings would be gained” (2000, p. 508).  Upon 
returning home with a deep connection and commitment to seven young women, but with 
nearly a thousand pages of interview text and field notes that needed crafting into a 
dissertation, I had multiple choices to make. They felt momentous.  Could there be a way, 
I wondered, to retain seven coherent whole life histories of young women in this 
dissertation as a way of conducting narrative analysis?  Or would I need to deconstruct 
and then synthesize, perhaps by themes, young women’s narratives of their lives into a 
new story, thus constructing more analysis of narratives in this dissertation?  
After much consideration, drafting and discussion, I decided upon something of 
methodological hybrid in which both analysis of narratives and narrative analysis exist, 
complementing each other.  In my hybrid approach, three life histories stand for 
themselves while at the same time each life history is used, analytically and alongside 
themes drawn from the each of the other six young women’s life histories, to examine 
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larger points germane to my larger research questions.  This sort of hybridity was 
employed by Vavrus (2015) when analyzing the attribute of ujanja, cleverness, alongside 
how its deployment and has played out in particular ways within a friend’s life history as 
well as their interpersonal relationship.  This is also the sort of approach that Caplan 
(1997) used when determining how to present the life history of Mohammed, a Swahili 
man in coastal Tanzania, to readers in a cohesive narrative while attempting to privilege 
his words  the words of others.  Caplan writes, “After much reflection, I have decided to 
attempt a middle way – to write a seamed narrative in which the ethnographer sews the 
seams and is seen to do so, but in which the people who are its sources – their voices and 
the occasions on which they speak – are made explicit” (1997, p. 22).   
More specifically, this is a dissertation in which the life histories of three young 
women contribute primarily to narrative analysis.  At the same time, these three life 
histories join together with themes raised by other young women’s life histories, and 
alongside an ethnographic exploration of Sasema, to contribute to a larger analysis of 
narratives concerning Sasema, empowerment and schooling in young women’s lives.  
Choosing which three life histories to include in totality was a process that involved 
multiple attempts at constructing narratives that did not eventually make it into this 
dissertation.  I settled on the three focal young women for these reasons:  First, these 
young women represented various salient themes that had emerged in the data and were 
relevant to my larger research questions; second, in some cases I had lingering concerns 
surrounding my ability to protect the anonymity of research participants; and third, the 
quality and depth of these young women’s narrations lent themselves well to being 
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shaped into what I hoped would be readable and compelling life histories.  Even though 
the four other young women’s life histories are not represented are whole narratives here, 
their stories, experiences and perspectives are represented in the Sasema chapter, in the 
conclusion, and in the shaping of my analysis of the three focal young women’s 
narratives.  In short, their stories are in dialogue with the three life histories around my 
larger research questions.   
Once I made the decision to focus on three young women’s life histories, I was 
tasked with transforming hundreds of pages of highly accurate, word-for-word 
transcriptions of translated, spoken speech that had occurred in conversations held over 
several days, into readable narratives, engaging life history chapters.  This entailed four 
main steps that themselves were further analytical.  The first step was structural with 
regard to transforming highly uneven, transcribed speech into readable sentences and 
paragraphs.  Although I had already begun this while in Tanzania, my first transcripts 
were still largely written representations of how people talked:  they were full of 
repetitions, trailings off, paralinguistic features such as “mmmmmmm” and other speech 
idiosyncrasies.  One young women, for example, marked each new thought with the 
Kiswahili word for “so”, resulting in a transcript with hundreds of instances of “so”.  In 
the way that a too-literal translation can be jarring to readers, wading through hundreds of 
‘so’s got in the way of the story itself.  Thus, always with a commitment to retaining 
young women’s storytelling flair and with a strong fidelity to both their words and what 
both Judith and I believed the young women were conveying (for these initial transcripts 
were interspersed with many notes and memos from the translation and transcription 
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process), I transformed largely unreadable transcripts into sentences and paragraphs that 
hewed extremely closely to the original speech insofar as it represented the most accurate 
translation of which we could conceive.  When young women had been particularly 
emphatic or have drawn out their utterances, I have bolded, italicized and added 
exclamation points, all the while attempting to maintain narrative flow for readers.         
The second step involved transforming now more readable transcripts into 
coherent structures of large, emplotted narratives encompassing smaller stories and 
themes.  Various challenges emerged during this step because these interviews took place 
over many days with fluctuating paces and flows, and resulted in a large volume of data.  
We had discussed the purposes of the interviews and asked young women to think of 
stories they might want to share in the days before we met, and it was evident that many 
young women came to our interviews with the intention to share certain stories or 
opinions.  Some young women inhabited the interview space with an authority and a 
presence that, it seemed to Judith and me, embodied skilled oral storytellers they had 
known.  In some instances, young women would speak for over an hour, fluently 
conveying a long story without a single word of interruption or clarification from Judith 
or me.  This resulted in easy transference of a singular story into a larger life history.  At 
other times, interviews had settled nicely into a rhythm but would be interrupted by 
waiters, boyfriends, babies in need of new diapers or neighbors offering greetings.  Other 
young women seemed to prefer to offer their stories and ideas in the form of answers to 
our questions, not unlike evaluation-related interviews, thus their transcripts read more as 
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a back and forth conversation.  While this was neither better nor worse – it was just 
different –it had implications for presentation.    
Additionally, it was not uncommon for young women to trail off on lengthy 
tangents that were seemingly unrelated to their life histories or my research questions.  
Because we had bracketed ample time to attend to these conversations, Judith and I 
approached these stories with more openness than we might have otherwise, and we were 
sometimes rewarded with side stories that were illustrative of phenomena and themes 
relevant to this research.  At other times, however, these stories, while perhaps 
interesting, were simply extraneous.  Furthermore, as previously described, all 
interviewees were interviewed in more than one occasion over the course of days, and 
several times we returned to various stories or ideas to get clarification.  This meant that 
conversations and stories were often repetitive, circled back, sometimes with days in the 
interim, and thus required substantial merging and editing in order to create a coherent, 
readable story.  In summary, both the volume and scope of interview data produced in 
this study, even from the interviews with the three focal women only, was far beyond one 
dissertation, and it needed to be woven together by me after I had, often not easily, 
chosen which aspects of young women’s life histories were most important to focus on.  
The task of rearranging, condensing and editing hundreds of pages of transcript into three 
life history volumes took many months, and benefitted from several readings from 
numerous readers.  For coherence, flow and readability purposes, I chose not to cite these 
interview excerpts according to the date of the interview as one typically would in APA.   
I note, however, that all interview excerpts with young women, families, friends and 
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staff, unless marked otherwise, come from my own data, and thus were conducted in 
2015.11  Any quotations drawing on evaluation-related interviews with the young women 
are clearly marked as such, and I have indicated the years from which this interview data 
is drawn.   
While the first two steps of transforming transcripts into chapters entailed 
substantial analysis, it is largely invisible to readers.  And although I purposefully 
retained indicators of Judith’s and my presence as interviewers in these life history 
accounts, the presence of me, as an ethnographic researcher, remained largely unseen.  
Yet several discussions with different groups of readers convinced me that I needed to be 
more present in these chapters, and my analysis needed to be more apparent.  Thus, the 
third step in creating these life histories was for me to weave myself back into visibility.  
This was the most difficult step for me, and the one I resisted the longest: I wanted these 
life histories to stand for themselves, in the voices of the young women, and initially the 
thought of inserting my voice in the form of introductions, conclusions or interspersed 
commentary within the life history chapters felt akin to colonizing them.  I initially felt 
this constituted an unwelcome shift away from narrative analysis toward analysis of 
narratives, the opposite direction I’d intended for this study.  However, after numerous 
conversations with several readers who pointed out wide variations in how these stories 
could be read, I began to view the inclusion of my analysis as a responsibility to inform 
readers how I, someone well familiar with the context of these young women’s lives, read 
these stories.  The result is that the life history chapters remain primarily built upon the 
words of young women and their loved ones, but now are introduced, concluded and 
                                                
11 The 2016 interview transcripts are not quoted, although I discuss their content in the conclusion.   
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interspersed with my analytical discussions so as to bring these young women’s themes 
and stories into dialogue with those of other participants and, occasionally, with key 
literature.  My intention for the inclusion of these analytical sections has been to continue 
with privileging young women’s voices and keeping their narratives flowing, while still 
maintaining readers’ attention on larger themes.  For a typical dissertation, these 
analytical sections may feel brief.  However, I feel the inclusion of more extensive 
analysis may shift the balance away from realizing the rich possibilities of a life history 
methodology as well as the intentions of my research.    
There was one additional, critical step in creating these chapters, although varied 
with regard to when it occurred in the process.  Through Judith, I contacted the three 
focal young women, often more than once, and shared with them my intentions for their 
life stories.  I highlighted, with Judith, several areas in these stories that I was uncertain 
about including.  We sent them, via email, their anonymized transcripts for commentary.  
Because we were uncertain as to how well the students were able to review the written 
transcripts due to their lack of reliable access to internet, Judith engaged in lengthy 
discussions with the young women over the phone to address these areas of concern.  She 
then informed me of the young women’s intentions and requests, and I modified the 
fledgling chapters accordingly.  In one case, this involved not including some sections.  
In another case, this involved placing back in sections of a story that I had deemed too 
sensitive to share with readers, but that a young woman viewed as too critical to her story 
to withhold.  In this way, too, the young women contributed significantly to the analysis 
and presentation of their own life histories.     
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Validity Concerns and Limitations of Study 
 
 Given this is an interpretivist and critical study that views knowledge as made 
only from one’s situatedness, the “problem” of researcher bias as is viewed in positivist 
research becomes, instead, a responsibility to engage in reflective analysis of one’s own 
positionality and subjectivity.  This is something in which I have been continually 
engaged.  In another attempt to attend to concerns of validity, I triangulated young 
women’s perspectives on their education and lives with those of their family members 
and teachers.  However, this was meant more to add multiple perspectives on lives and 
themes and ought not be viewed as an attempt to find an objective “truth”.  As the 
Personal Narratives Group writes: 
We had developed a healthy disdain for reductionist approaches that would have 
us determine the ‘truth’ of a woman’s words solely in terms of their exact factual 
accuracy, the representativeness of her social circumstances, or the reliability of 
her memory when it was tested against ‘objective’ sources.  We were talking 
about truths, a decidedly plural concept meant to encompass the multiplicity of 
ways in which a woman’s life story reveals and reflects important features of her 
conscious experience and social landscape . . .” (1989, p. 14, emphasis in the 
original) 
   
 This study, grounded in the context of a unique school within Tanzania, has clear 
limitations with regard to its generalizability and transferability.  While it is my hope that 
it may be able to shed light on pedagogies and process that are, in fact, empowering for 
young women, it is not meant to produce a set of prescriptive checklist of best practices 
that other secondary schools in sub-Saharan Africa ought to follow.  However, it is my 
hope that this study may contribute to understandings of the ability and limitations of 
particular aspects of schooling to engender more agentic lives in one area of Tanzania.  
Two audiences include Sasema faculty, particularly with a version of the Sasema chapter, 
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and the young women themselves, three of whom (the focal young women) have already 
seen the transcripts of their work.  If the processes and outcomes of this study contribute, 
however modestly, to their understandings of and respect for themselves, then I will have 
made steps toward Lather’s (1987) catalytic validity. 
Conclusion 
 
This third chapter of my dissertation has provided an overview of my positionality 
and ethical considerations, methodological and analytical considerations associated with 
this study of Sasema School and the lives of some of its previous students.  It explored 
the connection between qualitative ethnographic research design and the epistemological 
assumptions of critical feminist paradigms. The chapter discussed the distinction between 
narrative analysis and analysis of narratives and discussed my decision to employ a 
hybrid approach, which I then described. Finally, I described my data collection and 
analysis, touching on issues of sampling, memoing and theorizing alongside using 
grounded theory.  I described how I transformed word-for-word translations into life 
history chapters and addressing concerns of validity and, finally, limitations of this study.  
The following chapter, then, is my ethnographic examination of Sasema Secondary 
School for Girls.   
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Chapter Four:  Understanding Sasema Secondary School for Girls 
 
Introduction: Site, History, Mission, and Student Body  
 
Sasema Secondary School for Girls is situated in the dry plains of rural Tanzania, 
near one of central Tanzania’s small cities of approximately 300,000.  Approaching from 
the heavily rutted service road, all visitors are received by school guards, after which they 
proceed through the gate to be greeted with view of the main administrative complex 
framed by an aloft Tanzanian flag, distant mountains and a water tower.  Were uniformed 
students not immediately visible, visitors would still instantly recognize this as a 
secondary school: the scale, construction and placement of buildings are all characteristic 
of schools throughout East Africa in that they follow a colonial-era pattern. The school’s 
multiple single-story buildings, consisting of several attached rooms, including offices, 
classrooms, science laboratories, a small computer lab, a library, dormitories with basic 
restrooms and washing facilities and teachers’ houses, are constructed with stucco walls, 
concrete floors, open windows and corrugated iron roofs.  Additionally, there are two 
bandas, open air thatched roof structures, a small one serving as the school’s kitchen 
complex and a larger one doubling as the school’s dining hall and community gathering 
place.  Sports fields for netball and soccer as well as school gardens are interspersed 
among the buildings.  In all of these ways, Sasema appears to be a quintessential 
Tanzanian secondary school, albeit a well-apportioned one.  (See Appendix B for a map 
of Sasema’s grounds.) 
  107 
Yet the water tower, displaying an ornate mural with bright images of flowing 
water and scenes of African community life with an emphasis on girls and women, offers 
visitors an early indication that Sasema may, in fact, be unusual.  As visitors proceed 
through campus, they would note that some buildings also display murals representing 
nature themes such as mountains, trees and sunshine, while others display distinctive 
patterns similar to those found on kanga, Swahili cloth.  Those familiar with typically 
underfunded and under-resourced Tanzanian schools would also be surprised to find that 
the computers in the computer lab all appear to be functioning, and the library has a 
significant collection of books and other print resources, all of which are made available 
to students.  In addition, the buildings are freshly painted and in excellent repair.  Solar 
panels and an elaborate system of capturing, storing and distributing rainwater are present 
on many roofs and building sides.  A visitor familiar with local agricultural practices may 
notice an absence of monoculture planting and, in its place, organic vegetable beds 
following permaculture principles.  As they complete their Sasema tour, visitors would 
find poultry houses with hundreds of egg-laying chickens on the farthest reaches of 
campus, likely attended to by Sasema students themselves. 
 With an infrastructure markedly more developed than most Tanzanian secondary 
schools, visitors would likely conclude that Sasema either charges exceptionally high fees 
or receives some form of support from the U.S. or Europe.  In fact, the impetus for 
Sasema began with a woman from North America who had spent much of her adult life 
in Tanzania doing development work and noted a dearth of robust schooling 
opportunities for girls.  In 2007, this founder partnered with five Tanzanians with 
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education, development and health backgrounds, as well as an educator from the United 
States, to create a Tanzanian NGO aimed at creating a new secondary school specifically 
for vulnerable girls, defined as “poor, orphaned, disabled, affected by HIV/AIDS, at-risk” 
(Encouraging Girls, 2016).12  A partnering non-profit organization in the United States 
was created shortly thereafter with the primary aim of funding the Tanzanian NGO to 
establish Sasema.  Thus, although it is a Tanzanian secondary school in form and 
function, Sasema also exemplifies cultural and material hybridity:  Initially imagined by 
an mzungu (foreigner) deeply familiar with Tanzania, it was further conceived and 
developed by a primarily Tanzanian team of educators with financial backing from a US-
based non-profit; governed, shaped and run by Tanzanians, and benefitting from further 
financial, material and technical support of diverse charitable organizations with origins 
in Africa, Europe, North America and South America.  Even the land upon which Sasema 
is built represents its blended origins: part of the land is from a generous donation from a 
local land owner who had in the past worked for UNICEF, while the remainder of the 
plot was secured with external funding.  The fact that Sasema has been able to garner 
such significant and diverse support is likely due, in part, to the widespread appeal of its 
mission. 
The aim of Sasema is to provide high quality education to academically promising 
young women from marginalized backgrounds.  Furthermore, Sasema’s stated mission 
goes beyond traditional academic objectives to encompass girls’ empowerment and 
poverty reduction: “Educating and empowering vulnerable Tanzanian girls to give them, 
their families, and their communities a pathway out of poverty” (Encouraging Girls, 
                                                
12 Encouraging Girls is a pseudonym for the US-based non-profit that supports Sasema School.   
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2013).   A full conceptualization of this mission requires a further familiarization with 
Sasema’s student population.  Sasema’s initial classes consisted solely of young women 
who had previously dropped out of school, either primary or secondary, usually due to a 
combination of the economic, social, family and health factors.  Nearly all Sasema 
students come from extreme poverty in which food and shelter have not been consistently 
provided over the course of their childhoods.  Many students have lost one or both 
parents, and nearly all have experienced unstable, frequently changing living 
arrangements from parents’ home to those of relatives or other adults.  Moreover, a 
significant number of Sasema students are mothers to young children who remain in the 
care of relatives for the time the students are studying at Sasema.  This is significantly 
different from most Tanzanian secondary schools where female students who become 
pregnant are not allowed to return to the classroom.  In contrast, Sasema explicitly states 
that it seeks to educate girls who have had difficult lives and are at risk of “exploitative 
forms of child-labor” (Encouraging Girls, 2016). Indeed, many young women arrive 
having already experienced physical or sexual abuse.  In interviews, many students 
describe enduring routine harassment in their neighborhoods, places of work, previous 
schools and, for some, in their homes.  They also share stories of caring for ailing parents 
suffering from symptoms consistent with AIDS-related illnesses.  Some Sasema students 
are themselves infected with HIV.  In summary, Sasema students have been educationally 
marginalized, and most have faced further marginalization due to their families’ 
economic circumstances, living conditions, lack of social support, and/or health 
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problems.  I further examine Sasema students’ marginalization throughout this 
dissertation, particularly in those chapters focusing on several students’ life histories.  
For the time they are students at Sasema, however, these young women are 
immersed in a community in which their needs are met.  Sasema offers sizeable 
scholarships such that families contribute only nominally, around five dollars per month, 
to students’ expenses, while some families contribute nothing at all.  All the young 
women in this study commented on how they appreciated the security and comfort 
Sasema provided with regard to safe, reliable shelter and high quality, nutritious food; for 
many young women in this study, this was the first (and for some, the only) time in their 
lives to experience such security.  For instance, we asked one young woman who is now 
attending another school what she missed most about Sasema.  Her first answer was as 
follows: “The food!  At [my new school] we’re given ugali (stiff porridge) made from 
poor quality, insect-ridden corn that stinks, and there are insects in the beans. . . These 
kinds of things you’d never find at Sasema.  The food at Sasema is really good – 
sometimes it’s better than home.”  Although the majority of schooling and boarding 
expenses were initially provided via external funding, Sasema has recently begun 
enrolling some students whose families are able to contribute school fees (although, as a 
recent development, none of these students are in my sample) so as to increase the 
sustainability of the school.  Furthermore, Sasema has partnered with local and 
international NGOs to develop the school businesses of chicken keeping, organic 
gardening, and hospitality services in an attempt to become financially self-sufficient, 
something which I discuss more thoroughly in subsequent sections of this chapter.  
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Sasema provides its students, by design, with a sheltering environment in a 
community consisting primarily of girls and women, although there are several male 
teachers as well as male guards present.  This aspect of Sasema aligns well with literature 
on the importance of creating safe learning environments for girls and young women, as 
discussed in Chapter Two.  DeJaeghere and I have previously written about the protective 
nature of Sasema’s space, the policies in place to assure that students remain out of 
contact with others beyond Sasema during the school term, and how students find such an 
environment simultaneously restrictive and freeing (Willemsen & DeJaeghere, 2015).  
Practices such as limiting male visitors to immediate family members, transferring 
students directly to caretakers for holiday breaks, and ensuring students haven’t returned 
to school with cell phones following breaks are all aimed at ensuring a firm separation 
between the young women studying at Sasema and any would-be suitors.  As will be 
apparent in subsequent life history chapters, sexual relationships with boys and men, or 
even the possibility thereof, considerably shape many young Tanzanian women’s lives.  
For a significant number of Sasema’s students, such relationships set off a chain of 
events, often involving pregnancies, which resulted in an inability to continue schooling.  
For these young women, Sasema offered an extraordinary second chance at education, 
and thus it is no surprise that parents and school staff view sexual relationships as 
jeopardizing young women’s futures.  When asked what teachers said about 
relationships, one Sasema graduate answered, “They were against relationships for while 
we were in school; they didn’t want those.  They’d tell you the consequences, on and on 
and on.  They would forbid them.”  This view on sexual relationships echoes many other 
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researchers’ findings about a widely-held notion in sub-Saharan Africa concerning the 
incompatibility of schooling with sexual or romantic relationships (Vavrus, 2003; White 
et al., 2005; Grant, 2012; Willemsen & DeJaeghere, 2015; Willemsen & Ndesamburo 
Kwayu, 2016).  Yet, as will be more thoroughly explored in this chapter and has been 
explored elsewhere (Willemsen & DeJaeghere, 2015), this is not the sole message 
Sasema sends about sexual relationships.  
It is within this context that the importance of a single-sex schooling space can be 
understood.  In fact, many Sasema students described how studying with other young 
women is liberating, not just from life-altering events such as potential pregnancies, but 
also from lesser distractions and harassment.  One young woman who had also attended a 
co-educational secondary school responded as follows when asked what she had 
appreciated about Sasema: “Living with people of the same sex, there were no 
temptations.  Girls were not disturbed.  I loved living like that.”   This young woman 
went on to give an example of being pursued at the other, co-educational secondary 
school she had attended:   
There was a boy who wanted to have a relationship with me.  He would follow 
me.  Because I have my own goals, I’d said no.  But when I said no, people hated 
me.  When these boys tell you that they love you and you say no, they say that 
you’re too proud.  So I’d pass and people would talk about me.  They hated me to 
the point that I told the matron.   
 
This woman’s experience echoes similar stories that each life history interviewee shared 
about the relentless pressure to enter sexual relationships, thus highlighting how living 
separately without male students offers female students the potential for a safe place to 
  113 
learn without the distractions and pressures routinely experienced beyond the school 
walls.   
 As with designing a separate, secure space for young women to learn and live, 
Sasema’s programming, practices and pedagogical approaches are intended to support 
educational attainment for, as well as empowerment of, marginalized young women.  The 
purpose of the remainder of this chapter is to offer a portrait and analysis of how Sasema 
undertakes this task.  The following is therefore organized according to Sasema’s three 
main curricular components: academic education; financial and entrepreneurial 
education; and life skills education.  Just as each component offers different objectives 
and emphases, my exploration draws on field notes, interview excerpts and curricular 
documents to provide further insight into the pedagogical approaches, practices and 
underlying ideologies at work at Sasema.  I focus my most in-depth examination on the 
third component, life skills, due to how life history interviewees frequently attributed 
their life skills learning to their notions of, and a growth in, empowerment.  As I have 
done in my description of Sasema above, I draw upon interviews with the four young 
women in my sample whose life histories I gathered but who have not become the focus 
of this dissertation as the views of the three focal youth are made explicit in upcoming 
chapters.  Additional interview excerpts with the head of the life skills program, Ms. 
Vera, offer insight into understandings of and approaches to the social and emotional 
learning at Sasema.  I examine why and how Sasema incorporates social and emotional 
learning in order to construct an argument about the importance of various pedagogical 
approaches and curricula, as well as to provide readers with a more robust sense of 
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Sasema to better understand the school’s role in young women’s lives, which is much of 
the focus in upcoming life history chapters.   
Academics 
 
As a nationally accredited secondary school, Sasema teaches the formal national 
curriculum as prescribed by the central government of Tanzania for Ordinary-level 
secondary education, meaning Forms One through Four (roughly through 11th grade in a 
US-equivalent system).  This curriculum is both broad and complex, with eleven 
academic subjects ranging from physics and accounting to world geography and 
Kiswahili language.  It is time and information-intensive, requiring the memorization of 
many details.  Moreover, the language of instruction is English, a language with which 
many young Tanzanian students are unfamiliar due to having had insufficient exposure or 
instruction during primary school, where the medium of instruction is Swahili.  Even 
students whose primary schooling was of relative high quality and uninterrupted, atypical 
for Sasema students, find they are ill-prepared for immersion in an English-medium 
classroom and thus struggle to understand teachers’ instruction.  Furthermore, students’ 
graduation is contingent upon their performance in the national examinations, also in 
English. Sasema’s academic curriculum includes two additional classroom subjects: 
entrepreneurship and life skills.  These subjects bridge the academic and financial 
training aspects of Sasema and bring the total number of courses students take to thirteen 
(see Table Three). 
Table 3:  Sasema's Classroom Subjects 
National Curriculum Subjects Additional Sasema Subjects 
Biology                    Bookkeeping Entrepreneurship 
  115 
Chemistry                Civics 
Commerce               English 
Geography               History 
Kiswahili                 Math             Physics 
Life Skills  
 
Given that all Sasema students in the first several cohorts came from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, had dropped out of school prior to enrolling in Sasema and 
many had experienced various forms of trauma, one may not expect Sasema’s students to 
do well on national exams.  Yet in Sasema’s inaugural graduating class, 25 out of 27 
students passed the Form Four national exams.  This 93% passing rate far exceeds the 
Tanzanian average of 58% (Encouraging Girls, 2014).  And while not all young women 
passed with high enough marks to go on to Advanced-level secondary school (two years 
of schooling that are similar to 12th grade/first year of college in the U.S.), each of the 25 
students who passed left Sasema with sufficient credentials to receive admission to 
further educational programs such as certificate-level training in community 
development, nursing or teaching.   
Sasema has used several strategies to advance its students’ academic 
achievement.  First, its mission has been to target vulnerable, academically-promising 
young women and therefore the school has been selective in admitting students that it 
feels are likely to be successful.  Admission requires demonstrating academic potential, 
as evidenced by various admissions exams, as well as demonstrating need (unless 
candidates are among the new group of students whose families can pay tuition).  
Recognizing that many girls in Tanzania drop out of school when they approach the end 
of primary school and during the transition to secondary school, Sasema has recently 
moved to identify academically promising but vulnerable girls while they’re still in 
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primary school, particularly in the last quarter of Standard Six.  This strategy allows 
Sasema to reach girls at a younger age so as to adequately prepare them, using additional 
programming such as intensive English classes, for a successful transition to secondary 
school.  However, this strategy was not in place during the first cohorts of students that 
constitute my study sample.  As such, all students in my sample were academically 
promising but had interrupted schooling histories prior to returning to Sasema. 
In practices well-aligned with the literature of high quality schooling for girls in 
Chapter Two, Sasema also recruits, develops and supports its teachers to incorporate 
more active pedagogies as a means to support the academic component of its curriculum.  
Sasema has conducted teacher training in student-centered pedagogies since 2011 in an 
aim to change the culture of teaching at the school.  The head of the school further 
described to me how teachers participate in peer observation and feedback sessions 
throughout the year to maintain focus on quality teaching methods.  In a practice quite 
uncommon in other schools or in teacher training practices in Tanzania (Bermeo, Kaunda 
& Ngarina, 2013), teachers use a checklist of features - items such as the use of clear 
objectives, higher level thinking questions and pedagogies that target a variety of learner 
styles - to guide their observations of each other.  Following class, this checklist guides 
their informal feedback session aimed at improving their practices.  While I was unable 
to witness any peer observations during my time at Sasema, my own informal 
observations of classes over the years revealed teachers frequently engaging in more 
active pedagogies than is typical in the many Tanzanian classes I have observed as a 
former secondary and primary school teacher in Tanzania.  For instance, it is not 
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uncommon to see students moving throughout the classroom or outside of the classroom, 
engaging in group discussions, and giving presentations.  Moreover, classrooms are 
decorated with evidence of group work displayed in posters, suggesting teachers 
incorporate peer learning and presentations.  In addition to supporting expansions in 
teachers’ skills, the school supports teachers by maintaining a relatively smaller 
classroom size of 35 students in an effort to make classrooms more manageable.  While 
estimates of the typical classroom size in Tanzania vary greatly, a recent estimate places 
the average primary school class at 66 (Unicef, 2011).   
Sasema has also gone through some staffing changes over the years, sometimes in 
an effort to find teachers who use more engaging, active and hands-on approaches.  Some 
school administration has changed as well.  The current headmistress and other leaders 
have been chosen by the school board, in part, because they are seen as having the skills 
to support teachers in expanding and developing their pedagogical repertoires.  
Discussions with the head of school indicate that Sasema teachers, once recruited, receive 
relatively higher salaries than other area schools in an effort to increase teacher retention, 
as teacher turnover is a perennial issue in Tanzanian secondary schools.  Yet in spite of 
the relatively higher salaries and great support offered teachers, some teacher turnover 
continues to be a problem at Sasema.  Some of this may have to do with workload, as 
teachers have expressed that, in comparison to other schools, much more is required of 
them at Sasema with regard to time, commitment and performance.    
Each of the life history interviewees extolled the quality of the academic 
preparation they had received at Sasema.  These young women noted that, in contrast to 
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students at other schools, they had had teachers who came to class every day and gave 
instruction on the entire national curriculum.  One graduate noted, “This is different from 
other schools where once it becomes noon, the teachers have already left.  At Sasema the 
teachers will be at school until five in the afternoon!”  This young woman who had also 
been enrolled in a different secondary school contrasted the teachers she had at Sasema 
with those elsewhere:  “I remember the way the teachers taught [at Sasema].  They used 
to teach us well, and every time when one teacher goes out, another is right there, waiting 
to enter the class.  This is different than other schools.  A teacher [at other schools] might 
come or he might just send someone with notes to write on the board.”  Another Sasema 
graduate who is now enrolled in a community development training program contrasted 
her academic preparation with that of her colleagues from other schools: 
Graduate:  In other schools, they learned differently from how we were schooled 
at Sasema.  You know, I understand English, but other students don’t really 
understand English.  And we studied accounting from Form One to Form Four at 
Sasema.  Once some students [at my new school] had to repeat their accounting 
examination because they’d failed - they came and asked me to teach them.  From 
that point on . . . if anyone has problems with accounting, everyone tells people to 
come and be tutored by me.   
Interviewer:  So does this mean that you feel your education is better than other 
students’ education? 
Graduate:  YES!  (Spoken enthusiastically.)  And so much of what we’re doing 
right now I’ve already learned at Sasema – for example accounting and 
entrepreneurship.  Lots of subjects I’ve already studied!  
  
Despite the intensive nature of the national curriculum and the emphasis placed on 
academics at Sasema, the boarding school model affords opportunities for the inclusion 
of additional activities and classroom curricula.  I will now examine these additional 
curricular and extracurricular aspects, which are what interviewees frequently describe as 
the most valuable aspects of Sasema. 
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Financial and Entrepreneurial Education 
 
Sasema’s partnership with the NGO to offer a vocational, financial and 
entrepreneurial training program is designed to provide students practical skills while 
increasing schools’ financial self-sufficiency, thus lowering the cost of schooling (and 
thereby increasing the school’s sustainability) as well as increasing the value for students.  
As previously stated, my role on the evaluation project has meant being responsible for 
collecting, analyzing and presenting interview data so as to understand the impact of the 
vocational training and entrepreneurial and financial education in place at Sasema 
(Willemsen et al., 2012; Willemsen et al., 2013; Willemsen et al., 2014).13  Thus, while 
this particular training and education is not the main focus of this dissertation, it has 
shaped my association with and understanding of the school.  Furthermore, this program 
has shaped Sasema itself, students’ experiences while at Sasema, and their views on the 
role of schooling in their lives.   
The NGO-supported program teaches students vocational skills such as gardening 
and hospitality skills, as well as provides opportunities to apply and practice academic 
knowledge and skills in practical contexts, for example by having a savings club whereby 
students are able to save in school-based organization that is similar to a bank.  This 
program serves several goals having to do with youth learning, school sustainability and 
increasing the possibility that youth will have secure livelihoods in the future and 
                                                
13 As previously discussed, Sasema’s association with this program is part of a larger, multi-year, multi-
sited, project in which the University of Minnesota, under the leadership of Joan DeJaeghere and David 
Chapman, has played the role of a learning and evaluation partner since the project’s inception in 2011.  
Under the auspices of this grant, faculty and graduate students from the University of Minnesota have 
worked closely with the NGOs, their local implementing partners (including Sasema) to study and assess 
the impact of these educational programs.   The references here are yearly reports for this NGO. 
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students’ self-discovery.  The major aim of this program, however, is for students to 
develop practical skills while working in the school’s organic garden, providing 
hospitality for workshops and guests, running the school canteen, or working the school’s 
extensive poultry project, so that they may draw upon these skill to support themselves 
when they are no longer at Sasema, or perhaps even beforehand through applying these 
skills while at home on holiday to earn a small amount of money for them or their 
families.  For example, often this has meant drawing upon gardening skills to begin small 
plots at home with the aim of increasing their families’ food security, or using 
entrepreneurial and financial skills to open small business ventures (Willemsen et al., 
2013; Willemsen et al., 2014).  Each of the life history interviewees attempted to apply 
these newly-honed skills in various ways. 
The precarious economic and employment environment Sasema students face 
upon graduation has been the primary motivation for providing practical vocational, 
entrepreneurial and financial training.  The so-called youth bulge often discussed with 
regard to Africa (Urdal, 2007; Mabala, 2011), occurring at a time when neoliberal 
economic policies such as structural adjustment have further eroded economic and social 
infrastructure, has dismantled the assumption held by earlier generations that academic 
skills and credentials are a sufficient means to employment and, consequently, a more 
secure livelihood than subsistence farming can provide.  As such, Sasema and NGO staff 
regard these entrepreneurial and vocational skills as providing potentially life-altering 
pathways toward financial and food security.  This program, therefore, attempts to 
inculcate entrepreneurial dispositions and skills such as saving, marketing, delaying 
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gratification, risk-taking and independence (DeJaeghere, 2013; DeJaeghere, forthcoming; 
DeJaeghere, Pellowski Wiger & Wangsness Willemsen, 2016).  
Although it has long been common for people in Tanzania to pursue side 
enterprises even as they are formally employed, Sasema staff view practical vocational, 
entrepreneurial and financial skills as particularly critical for young women for whom 
academic achievement has been elusive and who may not further their schooling beyond 
Form Four.  In the following excerpt, the school counselor, Vera, describes how 
graduates use these skills and offers an example of a young woman who failed her 
national exams: 
We taught them business skills, and some [graduates] got into business [once they 
left Sasema].  They’ve gone back into the community and started their tiny little 
businesses and have begun to get something back.  Some of the community 
members are surprised by this because they [the young women] weren’t 
previously that way.  But these girls go back to the community and have a 
business plan, and they can get capital!  For example, we have a student who got 
division zero [the equivalent of failing the national exams], but when she went 
back home, she didn’t just sit and do nothing; she started a business because she 
had studied business skills.  She was buying charcoal in large sacks and started 
selling charcoal in smaller quantities.  She used some of this money at home, and 
some she would use for her child.  She started, on her own initiative, to save 
enough to go back to school.  She came back to us with this [news], and we felt 
good because even though she had failed academically, she could do something 
different.  We were proud that she initiated this herself, so we told her that we 
would pay half her school fees and all that remained was for her to go back to 
school.  She went back to school!  [At a vocational institution, not Sasema.]  
She’s one of those girls who, if you just looked at her, you wouldn’t expect to be 
able to do this because she was a mediocre student.  When we get feedback like 
that, we realize that we have achieved our goals to a certain extent.  When she got 
money, she wasn’t thinking about going to buy clothes for herself; she was 
thinking about investing in herself.  We’re proud of this; it’s a good thing.  That’s 
why we give them skills.  I want to see Sasema students shine somewhere out 
there.  I want to go somewhere and meet one of the Sasema students telling me, 
‘Madame, this is where I am.’  I want to see her successful, because she has had 
all the support.  I hope for the best for her. 
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Vera’s portrayal of this student’s actions, in which she lauds the young woman for 
eschewing frivolous uses of money and “investing in herself” instead, reveals a 
valorization of the type of entrepreneurial citizen that the vocational and financial 
training program attempts to create.  Having sufficient evidence that this young woman 
was herself a good investment, Sasema offered further support in the form of half of her 
tuition to a vocational program, even though she had graduated Sasema.  Thus for this 
graduate, it was Sasema’s entrepreneurial education rather than academic courses, in 
combination with Sasema’s commitment to its graduates, that provided a way forward.  
This commitment to students following graduation is exceptional and possible now only 
due to Sasema’s additional external funding.  Yet the attention to young women’s 
vocational and educational futures begins with career counseling while they are still 
students and is further examined in next section.  Finally, I note that Vera’s aspirations 
for students’ “shining” futures are emblematic of the care expressed by Sasema’s teachers 
for students, and which students also express for teachers – a topic that I return to 
throughout this dissertation and which was already discussed as being of critical 
importance for young women in Chapter Two.   
Sasema’s vocational training and financial education serves an additional vital 
purpose of supporting school’s sustainability, whether financially or materially.  In this 
model, students learn organic gardening by producing the fresh vegetables which are then 
used by the school kitchen to provide nutritious meals.  The daily responsibility for the 
organic garden lies with Form One students and pre-Form students, who are students who 
have been accepted to Sasema and are on campus working mainly on their English before 
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officially beginning Form One.  Students trade off duties in the garden before and after 
classes.  While many school businesses, particularly the poultry and hospitality projects, 
are run to offset the larger costs of running the school while providing opportunities for 
students to learn skills, other projects such as the Form Three-run school canteen allow 
students to share profits among themselves. All three of these businesses- hospitality, 
poultry project and school canteen - are run by Form Three students who, like the pre-
Form and Form One students, rotate duties before and after class.  Students in Forms 
Two and Four do not participate as those are years in which students sit for national 
exams.   
Sasema’s extensive poultry project consists of several houses of egg-laying 
chickens requiring involved daily care.  The eggs produced are then sold to area hotels 
and stores.  Because it is such a large project, there are staff specifically assigned to 
overseeing the day to day work, much of which is done by students.  As with other school 
businesses, a focus of this project has been to cultivate opportunities for teachers to 
contextualize various aspects of the national curriculum, particularly the biology, math, 
entrepreneurship and accounting curricula, into practical, hands-on experiences that are a 
part of students’ daily lives.  With support from the partnering NGO who provided 
training to Sasema’s teachers, Sasema’s academic leadership has systematically identified 
areas in the national syllabi where modules overlap with various aspects of the poultry 
project, and teachers attempt to make use of these opportunities whenever possible, for 
example when bookkeeping and commerce classes tally costs, income and profits.   
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Finally, Sasema staff do not view this training as solely having instrumental value 
for lowering school costs, deepening academic knowledge or gaining skills that may 
potentially improve young women’s lives after Sasema.  Interviews with the school 
counselor, Vera, reveal additional rationale for offering vocational, entrepreneurial and 
financial training in addition to academics, which is to help young women discover their 
talents, interests and gain confidence, all of which are objectives of the life skills 
program:   
So you see, we have three different curricula, which are academics, 
entrepreneurship and life skills.  In entrepreneurship, we teach them to depend on 
themselves (kujitegemea). Apart from the business education a girl gets in class, 
there are other skills they practice in business.  You’ll find that there are students 
who aren’t doing well in class, but in the practical business area, you can see that 
she’s very responsible.  For example, when it comes to welcoming guests, she’s 
the first one.  When it comes to cooking and preparation, she’s on the front line.  
She makes sure everything goes well in the activities.  So there is something 
we’ve already figured out about her.  But also when we come to life skills, there 
are many things.  There are the business clubs; there is the debate club, FEMA, 
where we discover other different things.  We discover maybe this kid can really 
debate well, and negotiate, and can defend herself.  In sports, for example, there is 
a girl we discovered just the other day – in class she’s very quiet, but when it 
comes to sports, she’s a very good netball player; when it comes to football, she’s 
good, she’s a leader.  Therefore at the end of the day, it’s not all about academics.  
She might not get a certificate, but we also know she’s capable in another part.  
Then there is something we’ve already figured out about her.   Not all students are 
the same.  There are people with talent, but discovering talents within yourself is a 
problem – but in the different activities we give them, it shows that in class if she 
doesn’t perform well, perhaps in the other activities, for example in athletics, she 
may be better.   
 
This perspective on students - in which they are viewed as individuals with varied talents, 
interests and aspirations, not all of which may be academic - is part of what distinguishes 
Sasema from other secondary schools in Tanzania, which typically have a much narrower 
focus on students’ memorizing information for national exams.  Sasema’s robust 
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extracurricular programming (detailed below in Table Four) is aimed at ensuring each 
young woman discovers an area in which she has an interest and is well-aligned with 
growing research on the importance of additional, alternative curricula for young women 
as discussed in Chapter Two.  In the following section, I examine the final curricular 
component of Sasema that similarly exceeds approaches typically found in Tanzanian 
secondary schools (see Table Four).   
Table 4:  Extracurricular Activities at Sasema 
All students participate  Participation by choice 
• School businesses (garden, business 
clubs, hospitality, poultry project) 
• Community outreach (to orphanages, 
nursing homes, centers for the disabled) 
• Swimming lessons (biweekly) 
• Student-led Morning Talks (at school 
assembly) 
• Seminars with boys and men on 
communication 
• Savings club 
• Art club 
• Drama club 
• Music club 
• Debate club 
• Sports teams (netball, soccer, 
volleyball) 
• Fitness programs (running, aerobics, 
yoga) 
• FEMA (girls’ empowerment club) 
• Tour guiding 
 
Life Skills:  Emotional and Social Learning in a Caring Environment 
 
Sasema’s life skills component is at the heart of the social and emotional learning 
which life history interviewees describe as having been of paramount importance in their 
Sasema education.  As an introduction to this section, I offer a field note excerpt from a 
combined Form Three and Form Four life skills class that focused on students’ potential 
careers, part of the life skills curricular emphasis on career counseling.  This scene offers 
a glimpse into one of Sasema’s classrooms, its attention to students’ lives following 
graduation and a preview of some of the curricular and pedagogical themes to come.   
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Field note excerpt 1, Sasema Secondary School, February 20th, 2015:   
It’s Sasema’s life skills class’ “Career Day” for Forms Three and Four. Today the two 
classes come together so students can discuss possible careers and meet some local 
adults with these careers.  The day has been organized by Vera in cooperation with two 
overseas volunteer teachers who are on hand to assist.  Judith and I arrive in the 
classroom shortly after the program has started; we find a jovial and energetic group of 
students.  The students receive instructions to break into small groups according to the 
careers of interest.  The possibilities are: teachers, doctors and nurses (one group), 
accountants, lawyers and police (one group), engineers, counselors and journalists.  
Once in groups, students discuss and produce, on poster-sized sheets of paper using 
markers (note such supplies aren’t typically found in many Tanzanian schools), answers 
to the following questions:  What are the goals of your career?  How will you reach those 
goals?  What do you like most about your career?  For approximately 15 minutes, groups 
brainstorm, discuss and debate potential answers while decorating their posters.  The 
language of instruction and whole-class discussion is English, but small groups 
frequently slip into Swahili, including the teacher group that I joined.  I decide to listen 
and watch rather than actively participate today.  This becomes tricky because students 
know I speak Swahili and that I am a teacher so, not wanting to become a distraction, I 
made my way to the edge of the class to get a view of all groups.  They are debating, 
sneaking peeks at different posters, laughing and generally engaged in the activity.  After 
a time, one or two designated spokeswomen from each group take turns presenting their 
posters and ideas, in English, at the front of the class.  There is frequently a persuasive 
element added to students’ presentations, as if the young women are trying to convince 
others of the merits of their chosen careers so much so that others will decide that they, 
too, would become nurses, police officers, etc.  The presentations are lively, the class is 
laughing.  Most of the student spokeswomen impress me, especially given they are 
presenting in English to students from another class, two adults from the community, 
several teachers and two researchers.  Notes about the presentations: 
• The doctor/nurse crew presented complex and lofty answers.  They knew what 
they wanted to do, why, and how it would be possible, beginning with what and 
how they should study while at Sasema (science subjects and math).  They 
presented themselves as dedicated, ambitious, driven and altruistic.  
• The police group had a heavily persuasive bent, with the spokeswoman extolling 
the wonders of police work and demanding students consider becoming police.  
She was an entertaining presenter, using a serious face to give the appearance of 
an intimidating figure even as she was cracking jokes in a deadpan fashion, not 
unlike what I imagine an actual police officer may do to send a message of 
authority while simultaneously trying to get someone to engage. 
• It seemed the journalist group didn’t quite understand the role journalists take or 
what they do – more work needed in conceptualizing this career. 
• The phrase: “I can, I will, I am loved, I am important, I matter” was reproduced 
on multiple groups’ posters.  Where is this from?  Find out more! 
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After the spokeswomen completed their presentations, three adults (an actual 
accountant, nurse and Vera, as representing a counselor) stood to speak about their 
professions.  The accountant offered a flat, information-laden talk that paled in 
comparison to the students’ presentations.  The nurse, a man, has evident passion for 
his work, and the students responded enthusiastically with questions and applause.   
Then Vera takes the class over, having students discuss questions with their 
neighbors followed by leading the class in a raucous call and response form of 
teaching and learning.  She is moving throughout the room, frequently acting.  Part 
of her job as a counselor, she says, is to help young women identify their talents and 
passions.  She just pretended to be a doctor that didn’t like sick people, feigning 
disgust and disinterest in a student “patient”.  She turns to the laughing students and 
asks, “Do you want to go see this doctor?”  They call back, “NO!”  Role playing 
seems to be one of her favorite pedagogical tools.  Judith and I discuss the freedom 
Sasema students enjoy relative to other schools in Tanzania and their corresponding 
confidence:  They aren’t shy; they call back to Vera without having their hands 
raised.  They participate with enthusiasm and they use English without any apparent 
fear.   
 
The lesson above conveys how Sasema’s long-term commitment to cultivating 
students’ vocational aspirations, imaginations, dispositions and knowledge plays out in 
the life skills classroom.  While the financial and entrepreneurial education associated 
with the school businesses attempts to inculcate business-savvy and entrepreneurial 
dispositions in students, other aspects of the Sasema curriculum are also aimed at 
providing students with encouragement and practical information toward eventually 
securing traditional formal employment such as doctors, police, teachers and engineers.  
This is of particular importance for Sasema students, many of whom express aspirations 
for formal employment but are likely to be uncertain as to how to proceed in these goals 
because they have been raised by parents and caregivers who had little formal schooling 
and are engaged in subsistence farming, small business ventures and casual labor.  Vera 
explained the rationale for bringing in local experts: “We explain to [students] how to 
reach their goals.  So if you want to become a lawyer, we bring a lawyer to explain 
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exactly how she got there.  So when a student is done with schooling, we’re 100% sure 
she’s not left empty. . .we hope she will reach her goals.”  Sasema’s career counseling 
and mentorship, involving life skills classes and field trips to various places of work such 
as hospitals while the young women are still students, continues through graduation and 
beyond in the form of assisting graduates with securing further education, training, 
internships and sometimes even job opportunities.  One young woman in this study, for 
example, found permanent employment through a Sasema-arranged internship.   
The scene described in the field note further illustrates several elements of 
Sasema’s distinctive approach to education:  Vera’s pedagogical flair is an example of 
more active pedagogies Sasema teachers are encouraged to use; students’ displays of 
assuredness while interacting with and presenting to adults point to the life skills 
emphasis on teaching students to communicate effectively and embody confidence (see 
Table Five, below, for topics included in the life skills’ communication unit); the phrase 
“I can, I will, I am loved, I am important, I matter” exemplifies the life skills and 
counseling emphasis on emotional and social learning (see Table Five below for topics 
included in the life skills’ self-knowledge unit), particularly on building self-esteem and 
creating a supportive, caring environment.  The reproduction of this phrase by students 
demonstrates how these efforts are then taken up and reproduced by the students to 
further encourage themselves and each other.  
Table 5:  Selected Curricular Topics from Sasema's Life Skills Handbook (2013) 
Communication Unit Who am I?  Self-Knowledge Unit 
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What is Communication? 
Dialogue or Monologue? 
Importance of Feedback 
Behavior and Communication 
Non-Verbal Communication 
Good Decision Making 
Building Self-Esteem 
Understanding Values 
Personal Leadership 
Healthy Living 
 
In the following discussion of her rationale for introducing this phrase to students, 
Vera describes how many students arrive with little sense of self-worth, having 
experienced a dearth of emotional and social support.  This excerpt begins after I asked 
her why she thought the students displayed that phrase, “I can, I will, I matter, I am loved 
and I am important” on their posters: 
I can, I will, I matter, I am loved and I am important.  That saying says, in order 
for you to focus on your goals, you need to trust yourself first.  If you don’t tell 
yourself that you can, no one can tell you that. . . You need to tell yourself you 
will, that I want to reach there, and I matter, because I am so important.  I matter, 
because I am here.  We’re talking about you – (pointing here) we’re talking about 
you - how you feel about yourself.  It’s also taught in life skills, it’s self-
awareness, and how to grow in your self-esteem . . . You know, it has to start with 
you.  Believe in yourself!  Tell yourself, “This is me, despite all my problems, I’m 
still unique.  I’m the only one of me in this world. I can do it.  I am very 
important!”  We put it that way because many have been receiving negative 
messages from their [home] environment.  “Oh – you’re just garbage, you’re a 
dog.  You were just born at home.  Who are you?  You’re nothing.”  But if she 
comes here, she left her baby and she’s now a student, you tell yourself you’re 
important.  You can let down those people who are telling you’re not important.  
You’re important, you’re back in school, you’re a student and that baby has no 
problem.  And it just happened because you got pregnant when you were very 
little and maybe you didn’t know what to do, and that’s what happened.  But if 
people are telling you that you’re not important, don’t listen to them.  It’s your job 
to tell yourself, “I am important and I don’t want to do that”.  So then after, from 
there, you can see yourself shining because you trusted yourself. . . . They start 
learning that, those words; they start learning them.  I want them to hear that 
sound in their mind every day.  When you’re studying, tell yourself, “I can.  I 
will.  I matter.”  Tell yourself how you are important.  You are!  You are!  If you 
don’t pass today, people, it’s okay!  Tell yourself how much you matter today in 
this school. 
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The student subject of Vera’s lessons in growing self-worth is a young mother, bearing 
some shame around having had a child quite young, having endured others’ ridicule and 
feeling anxious about the well-being of her child at home while she is studying.  Vera’s 
mantra is designed to combat her perception of herself as someone unworthy, someone 
who doesn’t belong in school.  Significantly, she correlates a growth in this student’s 
self-worth with her sense of belonging within the Sasema community, encouraging this 
woman to realize she “matters today in this school.”  This illustrates Sasema’s emphasis 
on providing a nurturing, supportive environment. 
The responsibility for the creation of Sasema’s caring environment, which is a 
foundation of the life skills program, is understood to be held by all adults at Sasema, 
from cooks to teachers to guards to the headmistress (Willemsen & DeJeghere, 2015; 
DeJaeghere, Pellowski Wiger & Wangsness Willemsen, 2016).   In the table below 
(Table Six), an excerpt from Sasema’s life skills handbook describes the school’s 
understanding and directive regarding adults’ roles in creating a supportive environment:   
Table 6:  Excerpts from Sasema’s Life Skills Handbook for Teachers (2013) 
One of the most important elements for a supportive environment at a boarding 
school is for all the adults that interact with the students to be caring, attentive, 
supportive and respectful of the students. This includes teachers, volunteers, matrons, 
guards, counselors, administrators, cooks, drivers and anyone else with whom the 
students will spend time. For example, the following are behaviors that adults can 
practice to maintain these values: 
• keep interactions two-way to encourage the girls to have a voice 
• listen to the girl's needs and addressing them as soon as possible if reasonable, i.e. 
take the girl seriously 
• refrain from physical contact 
• keep in mind that the girls are 'vulnerable' and come with experiences which affect 
how they relate to others, therefore role-model healthy interactions between adults 
and youth. 
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The table reveals Sasema’s leadership belief that there is important social and emotional 
learning to be done for young women who have endured abuse or been made unwelcome 
elsewhere and, furthermore, each of the 34 adults in the Sasema community are 
responsible for assisting in this endeavor.  From students’ perspective, interviewees 
frequently described experiencing encouragement from Sasema teachers, as in this 
example:  “You know, teachers there were taught to encourage us.  They were told to go 
to class, teach us, and encourage us [literal translation: “give us heart”].  Some teachers 
would teach, and then after the period ended, they would just sit and talk about life – tell 
us about life, about believing in ourselves.”  
 The transformation toward “believing in oneself” that Sasema seeks to cultivate in 
students is understood to be rooted in the sense of being a valued and respected member 
of a caring community.  This understanding echoes the Tanzanian notion of ujamaa, or 
familyhood, and the African notion of ubuntu, or the belief that “‘a person is a person 
through other people’ or ‘I am because we are’” (Brock-Utne & Lwaitama, 2015, p. 341).  
Thus the cultivation of students’ sense of belonging and being respected within a 
community is bound together to a growth in their sense of their own worth and potential.  
Vera’s discussion of students’ transformation below further reveals how she views the 
two are inextricably intertwined:    
You can see the girls who come here just looking down like this (Vera is looking 
down), and after a few months or a year, you’ll find that that girl is totally 
different than the one you saw last year.  It’s because now she’s starting to see 
how important she is.  She starts to see someone values her.  She starts to see 
that, “I’m not that person that everybody thought was such a stupid girl, but 
I am a person who someone can care about.”  Just to have a chance to come 
and talk with someone, she has never even been given that chance to go sit with 
someone, to tell how she feels, to tell how badly she’s been humiliated. There she 
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comes, she comes to me, and I tell her . . . “You’re very important; if you weren’t 
important . . . then you couldn’t have joined this school.  You did something!  
You proved something by coming here!”  And then the girl says, “Oh – can 
someone talk to me like this?  Am I really important?  Let me try to be 
important.”  And there it is.  You’ll find that every day there’s a change in the 
girl, every day there’s a change. . . Just give them a chance, give them a chance, 
and she’ll show you what she has. (Emphasis added.) 
 
Vera’s view of young women discussed above, one in which they are intrinsically worthy 
of love and respect and, further, are able to learn to believe this about themselves 
provided they are listened to and well cared for -- also references Sasema’s counseling 
program, which I will return to shortly.   
Sasema further formalizes and institutionalizes the cultivation of a caring 
environment through two mentoring components of the life skills program:  teacher-to-
student mentoring and student-to-student, or peer, mentoring.  In the 2013 Life Skills 
Handbook for Sasema, teachers are advised to “know about their students and meet with 
them to support them and help understand their needs . . . to create a supportive 
environment and to assist in making the student’s life at Sasema a positive, rewarding 
experience” (Sasema, 2013).  Students then practice and extend this care in the form of 
peer mentoring, whereby older students are assigned to mentor younger students in 
groups of “families” in which young women act as mothers to their younger daughters.  
These families sit together at meals and are encouraged to support each other as they 
practice the various life skills they’ve learned, such as respectful communication and 
confidence.  The following handbook excerpt (Table Seven) explains the Sasema 
perspective on how older mentors benefit from the responsibility to care for others:   
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Table 7:  Life Skills Handbook Perspective on Peer Mentoring (2013) 
Why Is Mentoring Important for Girls? 
Girls gain from Mentoring in many ways: 
• They learn to respect themselves and gain confidence. 
• It gives girls a chance to spend time together. 
• They learn to listen better and speak well. 
• Younger students are guided by their mentors to learn new knowledge, develop good 
skills, and ultimately be inspired to become a Mentor themselves. 
• Mentoring helps girls reflect on what the community expects and values most. 
 
As discussed in Chapter Two, research suggests that establishing supportive peer 
mentorship practices are valuable for female students, and the data as Sasema concurs.  
One graduate, in describing how mentoring and life skills learning impacted her, 
confirmed that she had benefitted in ways the school intended when she stated:  “It’s 
helped me to live well with people, to have confidence all the time, to respect people, to 
love people.”   
The student’s use of the word “love” was not a one-time occurrence.  In fact, the 
word was often used in relation to Sasema and to people’s affiliation with each other 
there (DeJaeghere, Pellowski Wiger & Wangsness Willemsen, 2016).  Vera’s description 
of the peer mentorship relationship below details how love and the practicing of loving in 
the caring, familial sense, is made an official part of the Sasema curriculum:  
In life skills we have something called mentoring . . . The older girls mentor the 
younger girls, and in there we create families.  There’s a mother with her children, 
and what we teach them is, when you are a mother, you’ll never give up on your 
child.  Whatever happens, she is mine.  She could become mad, she could become 
a prostitute, but she is still your child; she’s my daughter; she’s Laura’s daughter.  
We should love each other and support each other.  As family members, we don’t 
give up on each other.  Sometimes they’ll be disturbing each other and they’ll not 
want to be under your umbrella, but you’ll still have to go out and find them and 
see how she’s doing.  We do this . . . to give her responsibilities which will come 
to her when she leaves Sasema.  She’ll go back home, and she’s a mom – or even 
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if she’s not a mom she’ll go live somewhere – and she’ll have to live with others.  
In that family, in that community, if you don’t love each other and take care of 
each other and if you don’t give each other encouragement, you can’t support 
each other.  It needs to begin here, it needs to begin with you, so when you get out 
there, it will be easier. . . The elder mentors will tell you they have the love of a 
mother, and that these are their children, and you’ll always love your children. 
 
Vera’s description of, and rationale for, peer mentorship situates it as a school-wide 
mechanism for students to develop and practice their capacity for love and care.  This is 
similar to Noddings’ (2005) conceptualization of caring relationships in educational 
spaces, in which a key component of teaching students to care for others as well as to be 
cared for is practice, whereby students build their capacity for caring by actually 
performing it (see also DeJaeghere, Pellowski Wiger & Wangsness Willemsen, 2016).  
Furthermore, Vera’s notion of caring in the familial sense is strongly reminiscent of the 
Tanzanian notion of ujamaa, or familyhood.  The life skills program further extends the 
concept of caring for family to include the larger community in the Community Outreach 
Program, whereby students “volunteer their time and skills to help, support and learn 
from their peers, families and disadvantaged or needy groups in their community” 
(Sasema, 2013, p. 38), including working with elderly, orphaned, homeless and sick 
community members.  Thus the life skills component of Sasema’s curriculum assists 
students with developing, and then extending, a sense of belonging, care and love, for 
oneself, for one’s peers and for the wider community.   
 As previously stated, many Sasema students have endured abuse and trauma, and 
thus arrive at school having experienced a dearth of care and respect in their lives.  In 
response, one-on-one counseling is offered for all Sasema students by Vera, who is 
trained in counseling and psychology.  The Sasema Life Skills Handbook states the role 
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of the counselor is to ensure students “are ready to grow emotionally and learn to manage 
their lives, they benefit from counseling and by having a counselor in residence who can 
help them attend to any personal difficulties which helps the students be ready and able to 
learn” (Sasema, 2013, p. 11).  This is a highly distinctive component of the Sasema’s 
program in comparison to other Tanzanian secondary schools, where counseling is almost 
unheard of.  Out of respect for the participants’ privacy, I never asked what they 
discussed with Vera in their counseling sessions.  Yet interviews and discussions with 
Vera reveal that these private counseling sessions are where some hard work around 
trauma and healing is done.  In the following field note, I document Vera’s discussion of 
her response to students who had experienced trauma: 
Field Note Excerpt 2, Sasema Secondary School, February 23rd, 2015:   
Today Judith and I went to Vera’s office to prepare for our life skills lesson while Vera is 
away.  Vera told us two stories about students.  One girl recently approached Vera after 
a class in which the subject was sexuality and the discussion had touched on rape – she 
returned to say that in Standard Three the same thing had happened to her, but she had 
never told anyone.  Vera listened to her, comforted her, and is now giving her on-on-one 
counseling.  The second story, which happened less recently, was about how she noticed 
one girl being very sad one day.  When Vera spoke to her, the girl said that it was the 
anniversary of when she had been raped.  The student was collecting water when a man 
grabbed her, took her to the bush, where three more men tied her to a tree and raped her.  
This girl had never told anyone about it – the disclosure to Vera was the first time she 
mentioned it to anyone.  Vera told her that she was safe now and she had a shoulder to 
cry on, and the girl broke down and cried with her for a very long time.  Vera said that 
prior to that catharsis, the girl had been very shy and fearful.  After she shared what had 
happened and started getting counseling with Vera, the girl became, over time, more 
confident and has now become one of the leaders of the school.  Judith and I take two 
things away from this: 1) a disproportionate number of these students have survived 
sexual abuse (unsurprising given Sasema’s mission,) and 2) the counseling at Sasema is 
likely important for helping them overcome these experiences (also unsurprising given 
we’ve frequently heard students say counseling is something they value about the school).   
 
 While this field note describes two instances in which Vera’s counseling sessions 
are offered in response to students revealing trauma arising from rape, all students are 
  136 
offered counseling at Sasema, and for diverse reasons including issues of peer conflict or 
family issues.  To be clear, not every young woman at Sasema has experienced sexual 
abuse.  Yet as I described in the introduction to this chapter, the young women at Sasema, 
due to a combination of their ages, economic marginalization, shortage of social support 
and the fact they live in an area with high HIV seropositivity, inhabit a time and space in 
which even consensual sexual relationships with boys and men have the potential to 
significantly shape their lives.  Indeed, many Sasema students’ lives have already been 
altered as a result of such relationships.     
 As a result, Sasema’s life skills classes feature several elements of robust sexual 
education curricula.  This may be the most radical and unique aspect of the Sasema 
education, particularly in comparison to other Tanzanian secondary schools where such 
education, if it exists, is often partial, decontextualized, and oriented more to the 
biological aspects of reproduction (Vavrus, 2003).  While biological aspects of 
reproduction are addressed in the sex education units of life skills classes at Sasema, the 
curriculum goes much further to address various social and emotional aspects of 
relationships.  Family planning and sexual abuse are included, as are discussions of 
health relationships.  Table Eight below lists topics in two units of Sasema’s life skills 
curriculum: 
Table 8:  Selected Relationships and Sexuality Topics from Sasema's Life Skills 
Handbook (2013) 
Adolescent Development Unit Sexuality Unit 
What is Adolescence? 
Understanding Menstruation 
Pregnancy 
Responsible Family Planning 
Social and Emotional Changes 
Defining Sexuality 
Aspects of Sexuality 
Being Attracted to Someone 
Interpersonal Relationships 
Communicating Expectations 
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 Good Decision Making 
Rape and Date Rape 
Sexual Abuse and Family Violence 
  
Elsewhere I have examined Vera’s engaging, candid approach to teaching these 
topics to Sasema students (Willemsen and DeJaeghere, 2015).  That discussion of Vera’s 
work documents her use of group discussions, role playing, humor and other adults’ 
perspectives, much as she did in the career-focused life skills class described in the first 
field note, to broach sensitive topics having to do with sexuality.  In one example 
described, Vera positions women’s sexual desire as normal in a class discussion around 
whether men experience more desire than women.  As the class continued, Vera 
spontaneously invited a male teacher in from a neighboring class to offer his perspective.  
In another example from that study that was not portrayed in that article but demonstrates 
Vera’s commitment to equipping students with knowledge they are likely to need, Vera 
asked me to contribute ideas to a whole-class discussion of possible strategies to ensure 
boyfriends wear condoms or, if they refuse, how women can extricate themselves from 
such a situation.  Diverse strategies ranging from various ways to initiate discussions of 
expectations to a suggestion to place a condom on one’s boyfriend oneself emerged from 
this discussion.  While such open discussions of sex in a classroom surprised us, the 
students seemed to participate without inhibition.  This impression was later confirmed 
when Judith and I taught a life skills lesson on sexuality.   
These examples illustrate how Vera does not portray bodies, reproduction, 
sexuality or sexual relationships as shameful.  Rather, aspects of biological and sexual 
maturation such as menstruation or sexual desire are considered natural, positive and 
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healthy, a rare perspective in Tanzanian schools (Sommer, 2010).  So too is the 
possibility of sexual relationships themselves, provided they occur in a mutual context in 
which couples have decided on a safe method of protection, preferably after students 
have finished schooling and ideally within marriage.  Vera’s message about female 
sexuality stands in exceedingly stark contrast to other messages about sex more typically 
disseminated in secondary schools as referenced at the beginning of this chapter.   
Yet classroom learning, even from lessons as forthright and practically-oriented 
as the one described above, is still removed from the material, hormonal and social 
contexts in which sexual relationships occur.  As such, I was curious about whether and 
to what extent Sasema graduates feel their life skills lessons on sex have grown their 
knowledge and agency in their relationships with men.  I asked Vera, who had recently 
returned from visiting graduates, what she had heard about their abilities to advocate for 
themselves within their communities with regard to sexual relationships:  
With the education that they got here, they can face men and answer them.  A 
woman can say that this is not something she wants at this moment, and she can’t 
be pushed around like she used to because she’s a new person. She’s now a 
grown-up who knows what to do.  She can say, “You can’t use me.” The sexual 
and reproduction education that they have gotten, they have understood it.  They 
can stand up and tell a man this is this.  They can negotiate with a man, tell him 
she’s not ready, and that he can’t push her into something.   These are stories that 
they give us.  So most of the time they say, “You know, men, whatever” 
(“mwanume, bwana, kitu gani?” - more literal translation is “a man, hey, what’s 
that?”).  They didn’t used to know how to answer these men, but now the men 
can’t push them around anymore. “No one can push me into something that I 
haven’t decided to enter.”  That’s the feedback we get.  They become someone 
who can make their own stand (msimamo).14   
 
                                                
14 The term msimamo, well as related variations deriving from its root verb kusimama, meaning ‘to stand’, 
is employed repeatedly by Vera and young women in this dissertation:  in the noun phrase, mtu mwenye 
msimamo, a person who is msimamo, it means someone with substance, who stands on her principles with 
conviction, is not easily swayed. I explore this term more thoroughly in Chapter Eight.   
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As will be made clear in upcoming life history chapters, Vera’s perspective on what 
students learned regarding sexual relationships and their abilities to exert agency within 
them is shared by this study’s participants.  For example, one graduate who is now a 
student at a college replied to my question regarding what she’d learned about sexual 
relationships at Sasema in the following way: 
We were taught many things.  You know, we weren’t forbidden to be with a 
boyfriend – no one can tell me not to have a boyfriend because I’m grown up and 
I can have one.  But you must have your own principles because AIDS is there.  If 
you do have a boyfriend – settle with one, don’t fly from one to another.  When 
we were in school, we weren’t allowed to have boyfriends . . . But now that we’re 
in college, we can make our own decision whether to have a boyfriend or not.  We 
were taught to use condoms – use them if you want to save your own life.  And 
don’t be easy!!  Like if someone comes and says, “I love you!” - no, you can’t 
just say you love them back.  You can’t listen to everyone who approaches you.   
 
This student’s response confirms that, even as Sasema policy positions sexual 
relationships as threatening students’ well-being while they are secondary school 
students, the life skills curriculum acknowledges that students are young women in need 
of a more complex, complete and practical sexual education than exists at the majority of 
secondary schools in Tanzania.  Furthermore, students who have received this education 
understand this approach as framing relationships in both negative (avoid boyfriends 
when you’re a secondary school student, don’t accept every would-be suitor) and positive 
(you have the choice to enter relationships provided you stay with one partner and use 
condoms) terms.  As if to exemplify this understanding, this graduate concluded her 
discussion of her sex education at Sasema by saying she did not have a boyfriend while 
she was a Sasema student, but that she had recently chosen to become involved in what 
she viewed as a positive romantic, sexual relationship with a fellow college student.  
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Conclusion   
 
 This chapter has revealed how Sasema students, all of whom have experienced 
marginalization in various aspects of their lives prior to arriving at Sasema, are immersed 
in a caring, protective, female-centered schooling community while studying at Sasema.  
While this school is largely Tanzanian in form and function, there are aspects of 
Sasema’s education, history and model that draw from more global influences related 
specifically to models of mentorship and counseling, more active and learner-centered 
pedagogies, expanded curriculum such as career counseling, entrepreneurial education 
and sex education.  Most notably, Sasema offers more robust, holistic programming than 
the majority of Tanzanian secondary schools, programming which is explicitly designed 
to empower marginalized young women by helping them acquire a diversity of 
knowledge and skills, discover their talents while developing their self-images, 
imaginations and aspirations.  Furthermore, Sasema has instituted multiple structures, 
particularly through its life skills program, for students to experience, develop and 
practice their own capacity for love and care, both for themselves and for each other.  
Although such an emphasis on care may not typically be found in Tanzanian secondary 
schools, I have argued that this notion draws on African notions of familyhood and inter-
connectedness such as ujamaa and ubuntu.  Finally, I have noted the many ways in which 
Sasema exemplifies high quality schooling for girls when compared the literature on high 
quality girls’ schooling in the global South reviewed in Chapter Two. 
  The following three chapters will further examine various themes raised in this 
one, including the value of various curricula and pedagogies in young women’s lives, the 
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nature of students’ vulnerability, sexual relationships and identity formation through 
schooling, all within the context of three young women’s lives who attended Sasema.  
The concluding chapter will return to examine Sasema alongside the three focal life 
histories as well as the literature reviewed in the second chapter.  As a conclusion to this 
chapter and a preview of the life history chapters, I offer the following graduate’s 
assessment of Sasema’s impact on her life: 
You know, [Sasema] has changed me!  I have grown up, I can plan for myself, I 
know what’s right and wrong, I can make decisions, I can stand upright 
(msimamo).  In life skills they taught us to make the right decisions and to 
discover yourself (kujitambua) and to believe in yourself (kujiamini) and to share 
ideas with your friends.  To not be afraid to share your thoughts with your friends 
who can help you . . . to not to hold things in your heart, to share them with a 
friend.  To live well with people. 
 
 
 
Figure 1:  Ms. Vera Teaching Life Skills at Sasema 
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Chapter Five:  Levina 
 
The first focal life history interviewee, Levina, brings a fresh, even unanticipated, 
perspective on processes of empowerment and, in doing so, illuminates gaps and 
inadequacies in prevailing conceptualizations in the development, education and gender 
literatures regarding what young women view as important forces in their lives and 
innovative strategies used to advance their well-being.  Levina distinguished herself early 
in the program evaluation by her exuberance, sociability and how she was forthcoming in 
a way that not every interviewee initially was.  In the first evaluation interview in 2012, 
for instance, Levina was quite open about having a child as she explained that her 
daughter motivated her to study.  In contrast, we didn’t learn that other young women 
were mothers until several years later.  Levina’s aspirations, for which she felt Sasema 
was well-equipping her, involved becoming a nurse while maintaining a side business so 
as to provide security and well-being for her family, which she hoped to grow in the 
future.  Given her openness and what I knew of her aspirations and background, I was 
pleased when she enthusiastically agreed to participate in this study, and I imagined her 
life story might offer a rather straightforward model of the narrative coupling schooling 
and empowerment. I did not, however, anticipate the challenges and tensions that would 
her life history would reveal, nor some of the themes her stories would bring to this 
discussion.   
Before turning attention to her account of her life, I offer a brief summary of what 
I knew about Levina at the outset of our life history work. Throughout the series of 
evaluation-related interviews, the views Levina expressed regarding Sasema were similar 
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to other students insofar as she described particularly valuing her life skills training, 
saying she had learned to live well with different people and that it had “totally changed” 
her.  She distinguished Sasema from other schools, describing it as a safe place where 
teachers don’t solicit sex with students.  She also said that, unlike in her home 
community, there was little negative peer pressure and no threat of sexual violence at 
Sasema.  Levina extolled the business skills she’d learned and practiced at Sasema, which 
she used to start a samosa business while waiting for her national exam results.  Her 
results were high enough to attend Advanced-level secondary school, although that was 
not to be her eventual choice. 
By the time of my study in 2015, Levina was enrolled in a nursing program, 
another step toward fulfilling her aspirations.  Judith and I met her to begin our life 
history work one Friday afternoon after her classes had finished.  She was dressed neatly 
in a fitted black shirt with a well-tailored red skirt that had ruffle at the bottom.  Her hair 
was braided stylishly.  She exuded health and confidence – she looked us directly in our 
eyes when talking, often smiling and laughing.  We escorted her to her parents’ house 
(during the week she stays in a dorm at school), catching up along the way.  When I 
spoke to her in Swahili, she answered me in English.  After three such episodes, we 
switched to English and talked about our children.  We noted a few similarities in our 
lives as our daughters are only a year apart and we were both pursuing education that 
required time away from them.  Levina, however, had had her daughter at age 15.   
After a dala dala ride and a walk, we reached a newly constructed, but still-in-
progress, compound with a nicely painted red gate, and Levina turned to us to say, 
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“Karibuni!”(welcome).  Upon hearing her voice, Levina’s daughter ran outside and 
jumped up to her – they greeted each other with affectionate hugs and kisses.  We were 
invited further in by Levina’s mother, where we soon met Levina’s grandmother.  They 
were warm and welcoming.  Like Levina, they were dressed nicely, albeit simply, in 
clean and colorful kangas (Swahili cloth). They had two large overstuffed couches and 
two chairs, all in matching animal print.  There were curtains and an entertainment 
system covered with doilies, and a Bible and a devotional on display.  The wall was 
decorated with a picture of Jesus and Levina’s business club certificate.  Our impressions 
were that this family is loving, proud of their daughter and quite religious.   
The following is Levina’s narration of her life from the interviews we conducted 
that day, in subsequent days at a hotel and later via phone, interspersed with several short 
discussion sections and concluding with Levina’s mother’s perspectives on her daughter 
so as to further round out a portrait of her family.  Confirming our impressions during 
evaluation interviews, Levina proved to be a candid, articulate storyteller who 
confidently recounted significant events of her life in with a steady cadence and narrative 
flourish. As previously stated, Judith and I were often amazed to learn of the struggles 
Levina had endured.  In these stories, her early experiences with poverty and 
vulnerability are alternately assuaged and exacerbated, often in unexpected ways, by 
various family and community members.  Nevertheless, despite confronting a series of 
complex challenges, Levina and her immediate family – the sole family in the life history 
sample to be intact -  remain fiercely devoted to each other as well as to the notion that 
schooling for Levina will bring more security and well-being to her and the entire family. 
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Levina Part One: A Childhood of Vulnerability, Deception and Survival 
 
Levina:  When I was young, we had a normal life.  I lived with my parents, and 
before the last one was born it was me and my brother.  We stayed with my parents for a 
while, but my aunt decided that she wanted me to live with her.15  So I went and stayed 
with her.  I went with my mom and dad and my brother – and then they left me there and 
they went back home.  Life there was not good.  I didn’t live well with my aunt – she 
didn’t care for me like I was supposed to be cared for.  She only showed me love when 
my mom and dad were there, but when they left she started mistreating me, beating me 
for no reason.  She would tell me I couldn’t eat or she would force me to eat other food 
that I didn’t want.  It reached a point where she told me she might kill me and throw me 
in the lake.  We lived on Ukerewe Island and she wasn’t blessed with a child.16  She was 
living with a husband and her husband’s child (from a previous relationship).   
So there was a time, I was in Standard Five, I thought, you know, I have my own 
home [in Mankwe].  And even if there are problems there, I can sleep there and be with 
my parents.  I would rather go try to find my parents, because if I stay here something 
could happen to me and I would never see my parents again.  So I said to myself, “I have 
to leave”.  But how will I get fare to leave?  Also, you have to pass over water to leave, 
and after that a train.  And I said, “Where will I get this?”  And I told God, forgive me for 
what I’m going to do.  I don’t mean any harm by this, but I can’t persevere through this 
suffering here.  And it wasn’t just me who saw it, but the relatives noticed it, too – but 
                                                
15 Children spending some years with their aunts and uncles is a common occurrence in Tanzania.   
16 Ukerewe Island is a large island in Lake Victoria, quite remote from most major cities in Tanzania.	
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they couldn’t speak about it with her because she would send them away.  So whoever 
spoke to her about it was told to leave or keep quiet about it.   
There was a day that my aunt told me, “Lev, today, clean my room.  When I come 
back I want to come back and see a clean room.  Don’t you dare not listen to me.”  So I 
went to clean.  She had gone to a seminar, and when I went in there I found that she had 
thrown so many papers on the floor.  You know, being a child, I decided to go through 
those papers one by one.  And it was only through God, but I found an envelope with 
15,000 shillings in it – at that point, that was a lot of money.  So I took it and wondered, 
what can I do with this?  I told myself, I said I wanted to leave but I don’t have fare.  I 
said if I ask my parents for fare, but I was still studying there so my dad would want to 
know why I wanted to go home.  You know at that point, when my dad called my aunt 
would sit right next to me so that I couldn’t explain what I was going through.  If I didn’t 
say much my aunt would say that your daughter doesn’t want to talk to you.  Sometimes 
he would call and she would lie that I was out with friends when I was right there.  So I 
took the money in that paper and folded it nicely and went and hid it somewhere.  There 
was a huge flower pot, and I put it under the flower pot.  So I went back, finished the 
cleaning, she came back and asked me, “Have you cleaned”?  And I said, “Yes, I’ve 
cleaned”.  And I told myself, this money, I’m just going to hide it – and figure it out later. 
If she asks, I’ll return it.   
One day passed.  Another day passed, she didn’t ask about it.  So I asked myself, 
“What can I do?  Can I leave?  And if I leave, do I have the memory to be able to 
remember my path home?”  But I told myself I could.  It was during the Ramadan fast, so 
  147 
we had fasted.  And in the evening there was the preparation that we were doing, and my 
aunt needed thread because she was a nurse but also a tailor.  So she said to us two girls, 
“Come here.”  She asked both of us whether we would prefer to get thread or kerosene, 
which she needed as well.  The other girl said she would go get kerosene, which was 
close.  The thread was quite far – it was in an Indian shop far away.  So we left, and my 
friend went to get kerosene, and I went to get thread.  But at that point the Muslims were 
praying and the shop was closed, so I had to wait a long time.  When I came back, dada 
(older sister), she didn’t even say hello -- she just began to beat me.  And she told me that 
she had sent me a long time ago and “You have just returned – your friend came back a 
long time ago!”  I didn’t even have a chance to explain it to her – but even if I had told 
her, she would still have beaten me up.   She beat me up on the porch, but that wasn’t 
enough.  She then locked me in her room.  Do you know the stick for the big broom that 
reaches high up to remove cobwebs, dada?  She first beat me with a normal stick – but I 
tried to run away.  So she said, “Lev, are you running from me?”  Then she grabbed that 
huge stick and began beating me.  She was hitting me on the head.  I was seeing stars, 
and the very last thing I remember hearing is her voice saying, “I’m going to kill you.”  I 
fainted.  I didn’t hear anything after that.  There was another aunt who was there then, she 
was pregnant, who told me she tried to revive me.    
I woke up and realized that I was swollen, so very swollen.  Every time the stick 
hit my body, it left a big mark – deep, deep bruises with blood just under the surface.  I 
cried, and I asked myself, “Don’t I have parents?  Why should I take this?  Why should I 
suffer?”  So because of how hard she beat me, one of my ears stopped working.  So if she 
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talked to me, I couldn’t hear out of that side.  My other aunt said, “Lev, do you speak to 
your mom and dad?”  I told her that I can only greet them, I can’t really talk to them.  She 
said, “Do you have their phone number?”  I said, “No, and even if I did, they don’t have a 
phone – they make calls from a pay phone.”  So she thought about it and said, “You 
know, if we interrupt this we will have to leave and now I have to stay so that I can give 
birth safely, I need to stay.  But you’re right enough – you should decide what you want 
to do.”17  I thought about it, thought about the money, and thought, let me keep this a 
secret and only tell my parents about this.  So, I was just sitting there.  I was thinking 
about it.  Every time I started to remember, tears would flow.  I remembered how we had 
come here – I remembered we had taken a train on a Thursday, and we arrived here on a 
Saturday.  So I was just thinking in my head – when Wednesday comes, I’ll leave so that 
I can catch the train on Thursday.   
So the time came, and we had closed school for a week.  In the morning I did 
every job that needed to be done.  And I went and told the other child who was living 
there that I was leaving.  She said, “Lev, don’t leave.  If she finds you, you’ll be beaten.  
She will beat you until you’re really truly broken.”  So I told her, “I can’t persevere– you 
live here and your father is here, if any of these things are unbearable to you, you can 
leave and go stay with a relative, an aunt.  But here I don’t have any other relatives.”  
That’s what I kept thinking, that I don’t have any relatives around, no one to run to.  She 
said, “Don’t leave – just go to my aunt’s.” But I knew that I would be returned here and 
beaten.  I said, “I’m just leaving.  If there’s a sin I’ve committed, I won’t make it home.  
                                                
17 It’s a fairly common practice in Tanzania for pregnant women living in remote areas to stay closer to a 
hospital when preparing to give birth. 
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But if I’m leaving because of the torture, I’ll reach home safely.”  She was seated on the 
bed, watching me.  I packed my clothes in a burlap sack.  I tied it very well, and left.  The 
other aunt had escorted a visitor through the front gate.  I left through the back so she 
wouldn’t tell her sister that I was leaving.  There was a time that around 11 or 12 the 
husband used to come back home, and she maybe would have told the husband, too.  So 
when she escorted the visitor out, I ran.   
By then I could hear the ferry horn beeping.  I met a friend of mine called Asha 
on the road, and she asked whether I was going to mill corn.  I told her I was, but really I 
was running to make that ferry.  And there I met my first challenges:  They asked, “A 
child like you who wants to travel, where are you going?”  And the one who was selling 
tickets asked, “Does this child have money?”  I said, yes.  And he said, “Well, if she has 
money, let’s sell her a ticket and let her go, because a child can’t have money for this 
unless she knows where she’s going.  Don’t delay things here when this ferry is leaving 
now.”  When he gave me the ticket, I just ran in.  I had just finished entering when they 
locked everything behind me.  So I was so thankful.  I sat next to a very old lady, and I 
was sitting there thinking and tears began to roll down my face, although I didn’t know it.  
She looked at me and asked me, “Are you sick?”  I said no.  “Do you have a problem?”  I 
said no.  “Where are you going?”  “To a funeral.”  “Funeral for whom?”  “My 
grandmother.”  She said, “Don’t cry….”  So I told myself, “This here is what I’ll say, this 
will now be my story.”  I knew if I changed my story, I would be returned home.  And I 
knew if I was caught and returned, I would be beaten until I was dead.   
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So we got to Mwanza – I could see it really was Mwanza, but we reached there at 
night.  I remembered that this is where we got off the train, and that the next day we had 
gotten on the ferry to go to Ukerewe.  I remembered the place.  So I just sat there, 
listening to different people talking.  I was hearing people say that the train has broken, 
and they were talking about how it wouldn’t be here until the following Thursday.  I was 
so discouraged, and I told myself that if I ever was going to end up becoming a street 
child, this would be it.  But you know, something else told me to just walk along the 
railroad tracks until I get to Mankwe.  Then I asked myself, “Where will I sleep on this 
journey?  In the wilderness.  And where will I get food?”  Well, I was worried and had a 
lot of anxiety.  But I had already given up at that point – whatever happened, even if I 
died, it was okay.  I also wondered if I should go look for a house girl job to do until 
Thursday so I could leave.   
I was sitting there, thinking all these things, holding onto my burlap sack.  I was 
seated by the ticket office, so I went to sit right by the door and I just started to cry.  
Someone asked me, “Child – why are you crying?”  I said, “I’m going for a funeral.”  
And he said, “Is that why you’re crying?”  I said yes.  “Where are you going?”  I said, 
“Mankwe.”  And he said, “Oh – you’re waiting for a train that isn’t coming.  You’ll just 
have to go back where you came from.”  Ahhhhhhhhhhh!  When I thought about 
returning to where I had come from, I knew it wasn’t possible.  He returned into the 
office, I don’t know what he was thinking about in there, but I was still crying.  Then he 
called me into his office and said, “You better tell me the truth.  Tell me the whole truth 
and if you do, I’ll help you completely.  But if you lie, I will take you to a children’s 
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center and there they may beat you until you tell the truth because perhaps you’re a street 
child who is disturbing us.”  I said, “The truth is, my grandmother died in Mankwe and 
my parents left for her funeral without me.  But my grandmother took care of me and I 
need to be there when she’s buried.”  Dada, I was lying with such a straight face.  The 
guy said, “Oh – you don’t want to tell me the truth?”  And I said, “This is the truth.”  And 
you know, if I was to die, I would have died.  Or anything else could have happened to 
me, and my parents would never have known.   
Then he took me to another place – somewhere where there was no way for me to 
know how to return from – I had no idea where I was.  We entered and then we went to 
another room where I saw a huge guy with a big kitambi (man’s large, prominent belly, 
signifying wealth and prestige) sitting.  And I thought, “And here I’ve been sold.”  In my 
heart, I was asking myself why I had come to this place.  This guy was like, “Boss – I 
brought you this child who doesn’t want to tell the truth to you.  These are the children 
who disturb us, the ones whose parents will come disturbing us asking whether we’ve 
seen their children.  She told me she’s going to her grandmother’s funeral, and that her 
parents have left her.  But why would her parents leave her?  So, child, now tell us the 
truth.  And if you don’t tell us the truth we’ll take you to the police station.”  I stuck to 
my story.  I told them I’m from Ukerewe, that my parents left for my grandmother’s 
funeral in Mankwe.  But my grandmother had brought me up.  And I wanted to be there 
when she was buried.   
The big man said, “Is this true?”  I said yes.  He sat there in his big swivel chair.  
He was rocking himself back and forth, back and forth, back and forth.  And he put down 
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his pen and said to me, “You -you’d be the last one I’d want to help.  But God seems to 
be with you today.”   He told the guy, “Take her.  I don’t know what to do.”  The guy 
who brought me in said, “She can stay with me, it’s not a big problem because I have 
girls her age.  And when Thursday comes, she can go.  If she’s courteous enough, we’ll 
give her our number and when she gets to Mankwe she can call us so we know she’s safe.  
But if she’s not courteous enough, that’s okay too, because we will have helped her, done 
God’s will, and will be blessed for that.  When she leaves, we’ll hope the best for her.”  I 
said, “Thank you God.”  And I knew then I was in safe hands.  Then I left with this man. 
The guy continued asking me question after question, but my story was always 
the same.  I didn’t change a word.  We went to his place – and truly, his spirit was kind.  
He had two girls who were my age.  They had both gone out to work and had returned 
home.  He told them what had happened and they said, “Welcome, sister.  What 
happened to you is life.  But why would they have left without you?  Why didn’t they 
want you to go bury your grandmother?”  I said that maybe they thought I should wait 
until I had finished my schooling before I went.  I stayed with that lady, one, two, three 
days.  I don’t know, but I think she was asked to investigate me, because we would be 
sitting there talking and she’d ask again about my parents.  Every time she asked about 
my parents, I reminded myself to stick to the story.  I needed to explain exactly as I had 
explained before.  So I told them that before I used to stay in Mankwe with my 
grandmother, but now she has died and they left me in Ukerewe and that it was too sad to 
stay without burying my grandmother so I was going.  She asked if I knew where I was 
going and I said that yes, I do.  So the lady was investigating me until she got tired of it, 
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and then she left me alone.  Wednesday came, and Thursday was the day that I was 
leaving.  They took care of me like I was their child – I had good food, I slept in the same 
place as their children, I would bathe well, I played football (soccer) with them, I went to 
their school.  They asked me if I studied, and I said yes.  I think they were in Class 7.   
Thursday came.  The lady prepared bread and juice; she packed everything for me 
so nicely.  At home I had said goodbye to them nicely, and the lady said, “Go safely, my 
child.  And when you arrive, let us know – here are our phone numbers.  Once you’re 
safely in Mankwe, please let us know.”  I told her, “Okay, my mother.”  The girls were 
crying, they didn’t want me to leave.  They were telling their mother, “Why don’t we let 
Lev stay with us?”  And the mother said, “She has her own family, but if God wishes, she 
can come back here.”  So I left – the man took me to the station and bought me a ticket.  I 
went to say good-bye to the big boss.  So I went there, got on the train and the big boss 
brought me to my seat.  So he told me, “Sit here.  This is where you need to sit until the 
end of your journey.  Are you sure you can find home?”  And I said yes.  And he gave me 
his phone number and said, “Tell your mother to call us once you arrive.”  And on that 
first day, I was watching the valleys and mountains passing my window.  The second day 
passed the same.  On the third day, around 6 pm, we arrived in Mankwe town.  This felt 
like night to me, so I wasn’t sure how I would get home.   
By that time, my parents knew I had left my aunt’s place and they had no idea 
where I was.  My mom was crying constantly.  My dad had lost so much weight (from 
not eating), until his clavicles were sticking right out of his chest.  So every day in the 
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morning he would go to the train station to see what train had come, to see if I was there.  
But each time he found nothing, and he went back.   
So I just sat there [in the train station], and I realized slowly that I could get to the 
place.  I knew I had to get on the dala dala to Mpango and from there I could go home.  
At the time when I was getting off the train, there were two other children getting off the 
train.  They went and sat at the corner of the building, and I joined them.  The small child 
was crying, and the older one was telling him, “You just stay quietly until the next dawn 
comes tomorrow, and then we’ll go home.”   So they asked me, “Where are you going?”  
I said, “I’m going home.”  “Where are you from?”, and I said “Ukerewe. “ And they 
asked, “Who were you staying with?”, and I said, “My aunt.” Then they said, “You 
know, we were also staying with our aunt.  She was beating us, she was making us carry 
luggage.  We’ve run away now.”  They had come from Tabora.  I didn’t want to talk to 
them too much, but they were asking me, “Do you know your home?”  I said, “Yes.  Do 
you also know your home?”  And they said, “Yes – we also know where our home is.”  
So we said to each other, “Then let’s go get into the dala dalas and go to our homes!”  
By this point, my father had come and looked at every section of the train but he didn’t 
see me.  
At that time, many dala dalas were coming – and I got into the one that was 
calling “Mpango!  Mpango!  Mpango!”  This route ends at Mpango, and there you get 
into another dala dala.   There were other dala dalas calling names, and I heard one say, 
“Kwa Mzee Omari!”  And I thought – hey that’s the way to my home!  As we started 
going, I started to remember everything – the road, the hills, everything – I could tell that 
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really, this was the way to my home.  We reached where we always get off to go home, 
the car stopped, and so I got off with my sack.  I was walking slowly home.  There was 
my brother, coming down the road, picking peas.  When he saw me, he ran toward me. 
Everyone in the community knew that Lev had gotten lost.  My brother was crying, 
“Mom is looking for you!  Dad is looking for you!  Where have you been?”  I said, “I’ve 
come home.” 
When I was getting toward the house, my mother was coming from my uncle’s 
house, crying and crying, with her hands on top of her head.  And my brother told my 
mom, “My sister Lev is home.”  She said, “What have you said?”  And he said, “My 
sister Lev is home.”  Then she came and hugged me and hugged me, until we fell over on 
the ground.  And we were crying.  We were really crying.  And she said, “Is this really 
you, my daughter Lev?”  And I said, “It’s me, my mother.”  And she said, “I thank God 
I’m seeing you!  I won’t say anything else, I’ll just thank God!”  When we were still 
hugging with my mom, my father came through the compound door with his bicycle.  He 
was exhausted.  I heard him saying to someone, “I don’t know where I’ll get my daughter 
Lev, I don’t know where I will find my Lev.  I looked everywhere on that train, on every 
section.  I saw other children, but no Lev.”  And then my brother went out and said, “My 
sister Lev has returned!  My sister Lev is inside.”  And he said, “What did you say?”  
And he came to me and said, “Lev.  Lev.  Lev, you’re home.”  And I said, “Yes, I’ve 
returned.”  And then he cried and then he said, “It’s okay, my child.”  And they prepared 
me tea, and I told them what happened.   
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After I had told them everything, my father said, “Awwwwww(with bitterness).  
My sister, could she really have done this to me?  I didn’t ask her to take you, she asked 
me to take you.  Why would she do such a thing?”  I told my dad, “I thank God I’m here.  
And if I had done anything wrong, for sure I wouldn’t have reached home.”  And back in 
Ukerewe, everyone knew that I had run away.  My aunt started questioning everyone 
angrily about how I could have left without others knowing about it, especially the other 
aunt, she would ask, “She left!  And where were you?”  The other aunt told her, “Is there 
anything wrong that she had done?  I believe if she had done anything wrong, she would 
not have arrived at home.  But if she hasn’t done anything wrong, and if you had taken 
good care of her, I’m sure she wouldn’t have run away.”   
Discussion of Levina Part One 
 
 Levina’s vivid story of abuse and escape reveals multiple themes, but perhaps 
none so prominent as concurrent vulnerability and resilience.  Levina’s physical and 
emotional vulnerability at the hands of her abusive aunt underscores the tenuous nature of 
young people’s well-being in Tanzania. While others had evidently grown concerned 
over Levina’s treatment, there were no significant support structures at Levina’s disposal 
while she was staying with her aunt.  Levina’s aunt, while sympathetic, could not offer 
Levina protection because she needed to retain the abusive aunt’s favor to safely deliver 
her child.  However, Levina’s employment of multiple tactics of resistance -- including 
deception, faith, a reliance on the larger community’s good will and dogged persistence-- 
eventually leads to a successful escape.  Unsurprisingly, the tension in young women’s 
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lives between vulnerability and marginalization on the one hand, and strength and 
resilience on the other, is a recurrent theme throughout this study.   
 Relatedly, Levina’s story simultaneously reinforces and questions notions of 
ubuntu or ujamaa discussed in the previous chapter: her family members, including a 
visiting aunt, were unable to help her escape abuse from an aunt as one might expect 
from ujamaa (familyhood), but the larger community, in this case strangers along the 
way, did play a key role in assisting Levina’s escape.  Perhaps the most dramatic moment 
in Levina’s narration is when, just as she resigned herself to having been “sold” and 
never seeing her family again, the railroad worker instead shelters Levina with his 
generous and affectionate family and ultimately ensures her return home.  This 
dissertation returns repeatedly to examine the ways in which community and family do 
and do not offer support to young women.  Aside from helping us understand various 
experiences of focal youth both in and out of school, the notions of ubuntu and ujamaa 
are likewise significant for how they offer a framework for understanding young 
women’s perspectives of and experiences with empowerment processes.   
Levina displays a generous measure of resilience, or what might be termed grit, in 
this dramatic account of her escape.  While such concepts are currently being widely 
examined in educational, sociological and psychological literatures in the United States, 
they have not, as of yet, been as thoroughly examined in international contexts.  Yet there 
are some concepts employed by Swahili speakers which may be illustrative here.  In a life 
history account of her research partner, Vavrus (2015) describes the notion of ujanja, 
translated as cleverness or cunning that involves some level of deception, and how ujanja 
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is deployed by young Tanzanians aiming to get ahead via schooling.  Similarly, Levina’s 
story highlights key moments in which her very survival depended on her ujanja.  
Levina’s account of how she spontaneously produced and then strategically repeated, 
unvaryingly, a story of going to her grandmother’s funeral describes a masterful effort at 
deception.  Levina’s belief that God would not have allowed her to be successful in this 
deception had she been guilty of any wrong against is notable and will be returned to in a 
subsequent section.  Stories like Levina’s escape reveal unexpected yet significant forces, 
in this case deception and religion, at work in the lives of  young people that are largely 
absent in the majority of education and empowerment literature, and thus hold the 
potential to complicate prevailing views of girls’ lives.   
Levina Part Two:  Family, Motherhood and Schooling 
 
Interviewer:  Let me ask you – when you came back to Mankwe, did you go back 
to school? 
Levina:  Yes, I completed Standard Seven, but I didn’t have very good grades.  I 
stayed at home for a year, so my dad found another school for a year.  So I went to school 
for Form One and up to Form Two, and then I got pregnant.  And then I stopped 
schooling. 
Interviewer:  Tell us about the story of getting pregnant – tell us about that. 
Levina:  Ah, bwana.  (Laughter.)  Don’t you know how people get a baby? (More 
laughter.)   
Interviewer:  Well, I know – but I need to know.  (We are all laughing now.)  
Please tell us how this happened and how your parents reacted. 
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Levina:  I was in a day school.  You know, the time comes and your hormones are 
boiling inside of you.  That was happening to me, and I ended up getting pregnant.  I 
didn’t know the methods of preventing pregnancy.  I used to go to school and a boy just 
convinced me, I would go and meet with him and that’s when I got this problem.   I 
realized – hey, why am I not getting my period?  But in my head, I was like, “I can’t be 
pregnant!”  I used to touch myself, my stomach, measuring, to try to determine if it could 
be true that I was pregnant.  I had no symptoms at all – no sickness, nothing.  The only 
thing was that my complexion changed – it seemed I was lighter.  And one day, my mom 
asked me: “Lev – are you sick?”  “No!”  “Then why is your skin color changing?  Do you 
have any problem?”  And I said, “No, I don’t have any problem!”  You know where we 
were living, my grandmother was there.  And you know these old people see into the 
future – she knew!  And one day she said, “I know, but I have been afraid to say it.”  So 
time went, until when I was about 7 months.   
Interviewer:  Did you tell the boy? 
Levina:  Yes – I told him.  I said, “You know, the way I’m feeling and also not 
getting my period – I think I’m pregnant”.  The guy was like, “Wow – you might really 
be pregnant.  What should we do?”  So he told me, “Let me go tell my mom.”  And I 
said, “AH!  Go tell YOUR mother?  Don’t do that.  Let me tell my mother.”  And he 
said, “You know they’ll realize that you’re pregnant and I’ll be jailed.”  He was maybe 
two years older than me.  He was in secondary school.  And I said, “Don’t worry – I 
won’t mention your name.”  He said, “They may beat you until you mention my name.”  
And I said, “I can’t do that.”   
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Interviewer:  You really loved him, huh? 
Levina:  (Laughter.) Dada, bwana  . . . (She trails off- to us it seems that she did.) 
So I stayed for a while and I realized, “Hmmmm… this isn’t going to turn out well for 
me.”  So when I got home, I told my mom the next day that I wasn’t feeling well and I 
wouldn’t go to school.  She said, “Let’s go to the doctor.”  And I said, “No – tomorrow 
we’ll go.”  And later on, my mom had a hunch about this – so she asked me, “What’s 
wrong with you, Lev, what sickness is this really?”  And I said, “I’m just feeling bad, but 
let’s go to the hospital tomorrow.”  And she went and got a retired nurse to come see me, 
and this nurse said, “Are you sick, Lev?”  And I said yes.  She asked if I was vomiting, 
and I said no.  She said, “Do you have a headache?”  And I said, “No – I’m just tired.”  
So I was lying on the bed – and she took her hands and touched my stomach.  She looked 
at my mother – and looked back at me – and said, “Oooooo – Lev is pregnant.”  And 
because my mother had a hunch, she was surprised, but not shocked.  She said, “My God, 
Lev – where will I hide my face now?  What will I tell your father?”  Hmmmmmm!  At 
that point, our youngest sibling had been born, but was still young.  So my mom said that 
she had to take me to the hospital to learn how far along I was – and the lady said, “This 
pregnancy is very far along – maybe one month from delivery.”   
So my mom took me but along the road she wasn’t talking to me.  She went to the 
hospital that is close to the jail.  So I went in and we told the nurse that I needed a 
pregnancy diagnosis.  I lay down on the bed and she touched me and told my mom, 
“Wow – this pregnancy is far along.  Is she your younger sister or your daughter?”  “My 
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daughter and I don’t know what I’ll tell her father.”  My mom asked, “She doesn’t have 
any problem?”  And the nurse said, “No problems – the pregnancy looks okay.”   
I was sweating.  I didn’t feel like eating anything because I knew that my dad 
would know soon.  I was wishing the earth would open up - POP!! - and swallow me.  I 
was wishing someone would take me away so I could stay with them.  I was imagining 
the look on my father’s face and I wanted to die.  Heeeeeeeey!  (She is shaking her head, 
remembering her terror here.)  My mom was crying.  “Lev!  Where will I hide my face?  
Apart from that, who will take care of your siblings?  You’re causing me problems that I 
don’t have an answer for.”  The nurse told my mom, “Don’t panic.  Just pray to God.”  
And then she asked my mom, “What tribe is your husband?”  She answered.  And the 
nurse cried, “Ooooooh weeeeee!!”  (This tribe is known for being fierce, stubborn, and 
also for abusing women.)  The nurse said, “Your husband is the same tribe as my 
husband.  And my daughter was once pregnant, and now she’s back in school, but for a 
time we suffered together, I suffered with her because he chased us out of our own home.  
I left with my daughter until I gave birth, but later on he told me, ‘Just come back home, 
we’ll continue taking care of our children.’  He asked us for forgiveness and said he had 
been wrong to chase us away.  So she’s gone back to school and we’re taking care of her 
child – all I’m asking you to do is pray to God that he comes down, and that your 
husband thinks long term and not thinks just about the thing right in front of him.”  
So my mom was saying, “God help me, what will I tell this man?”  So when we 
got home, my dad was sitting outside on his bench, the one he uses for carpentry.  When 
we reached there, I went straight in.  My mom called, “Baba Lev?”  And he said, “Talk, 
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I’m listening.”  I think he already had some idea.  So my mom said, “Lev is pregnant.”  
And he said, “Let her go with that man who is responsible for this.  I was such a fool to 
take her to school.  She was here at home for a year, and I took her to school then but she 
messed up.”  And I’m in my room and hearing everything, I was crying.  I was thinking – 
maybe should I commit suicide?  So I took aspirins, 30 of them – I drank them just to 
hide from the shame.  And then, the second reason because I knew my siblings would 
suffer because of me.  But you know, those 30 aspirins that I took did nothing – I felt no 
pain, didn’t ever vomit – there was nothing.  Then I took 15 Panadol.  I really felt zero.  
Nothing.  (She laughs.)  And then my mom said, “If you stay here, I don’t know what 
your father will do – maybe something crazy.”  So she called her younger sister to come 
and get me.  I stayed there, and I thought I’d wait there until I give birth. 
My father said, “I want this kid to go back to school this week, at the most next 
week.  I don’t want any nonsense.  Do whatever you need to do, but I can’t see a 
pregnancy.”  My mom said, “This child is seven months pregnant.  If she aborts it, it 
could be two things:  She might die, and if she doesn’t die, her uterus won’t heal from 
that and she won’t be able to have another child later.”  My aunts were thinking about it 
and said, “What can we do here?  We just need to take her to get an abortion.”  So my 
mom said, “If this is what he wants, I’ll leave with my child and let him stay alone – he 
can even marry another woman, I can’t do this to my child.  This is an advanced 
pregnancy.  My child might die, my husband and I could be separated and what would I 
gain from any of this?  Maybe he can remain with our other children and I can remain 
with Levina because she’s the one who is irritating him.”  My dad said, “This child needs 
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to have an abortion.”  And my mom said, “No.”  And my aunts said, “She needs to so she 
can return to school.”  In school, we had written a letter that I was sick.   
So they took me to stay with this lady who was a retired nurse whose job is to 
help girls like me abort their babies. Dada, in order to start that abortion they gave me an 
injection, and whenever they injected me I’d feel pain but nothing would happen.  So 
they wanted to do it the other way – removing it from below.  And for sure I didn’t want 
that.  I was like, “Just leave me alone – if I give birth, I will live, but don’t do that.”  And 
I said, “You injected me and I have so much pain and now you want to do something else 
to me?  I don’t want it.  That will break me.”  So this lady told me, “Now listen to me.  
It’s okay.  When your relatives come here, I’ll tell them I’ve done everything, but I won’t 
do this procedure to you.  Because you may even give birth at 8 months, soon.   If they 
come here to visit and ask me, I’ll tell them that I’ve done everything, and if I know 
they’re coming, I’ll give you an IV with only water in it so it looks like I’m giving you an 
abortion.  And you need to pretend that you’re in pain.”  When they were there, I 
pretended that I was terribly sick, in horrible pain.  And when they left I would go back to 
being my normal self.  When my mom came, this lady told my mom, “You know, I’ve 
killed a lot of people’s children, and I’ve really sinned. But your daughter, I feel sorry for 
her – she’s still young.  And my conscience is not allowing me to do this – it’s not 
allowing me to do it.  I’ll stay with your daughter until she gives birth – it’s not long at 
all.  There are some that I stay with until they have their babies and I take care of them 
here.”  So she spoke to my mom and said, “I can’t do anything else more – but when the 
aunts come, I’ll tell the sisters that I’m still trying.  This pregnancy is so far along that I 
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will kill her or at least destroy her womb.  And what if she dies?  Where will I take her 
body?”  So my mom understood and continued to come and visit.   
And one day came when I was feeling a lot of pain – I felt like I wanted to pee, 
but I couldn’t pee.  Then the evening came and I called the lady, and I told her I feel like 
I’m peeing and I can’t stop it, and she said, “Don’t go to the toilet!  Go here.” (Her water 
had broken.) And then I was feeling so much pain, dada, I felt like I really had to pee but 
the pee wouldn’t come out.  The pain would come for a minute, it was SO intense, and I 
would go hide under the couch and get out.  The pain would go away and I’d lie on the 
bed, but when the pain came back I had to go be under the bed to feel better.  Oh, the 
pain.  I’d sleep a little, get up, sit on a chair, stand up, the lady said, “Yeah – I’ll see you 
tomorrow at around 10.”  She told me to roam around the house.  The next day, I was 
exhausted, I was sweating.  And then she looked at me and said, “Right now I have to 
stay here until you give birth.”  And at around 10 am, I gave birth.  When I looked at the 
baby, I didn’t want anything to do with her because I was afraid!  And the lady said, “Do 
you see this baby?  Isn’t it good that we didn’t commit an unnecessary sin?”   
My daughter didn’t cry, so I was afraid that she really was dead.  But the lady 
turned her around and she started to really make noise, she started to really cry, and she 
was revived.  And up until to this point, my daughter is an active child.  She started 
licking her lips and the woman said she was hungry, but I didn’t yet have milk.  She 
boiled water, left it to cool, and I gave her two spoons full of water.  The woman was 
worried about her.  She took her and told my mom, “Here is your child, I didn’t want to 
commit a sin here – take your baby, I don’t want to commit any more sins now.”  This is 
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because sometimes when people would go there to have an abortion, sometimes these 
children come out alive and she asks them whether they want their children, and if they 
don’t want their baby, she would drown the baby in a bucket of water.  So the woman 
said, “On the last day, I’ll have a lot to account for.  On the last day, many children will 
come out of my pit latrine crying.”  She was telling my mom, “I’ve done so many sins, 
but this child, since you brought her here – my heart told me not to do anything here.  
This child will grow to be a wonderful child, she will surprise you.”   
So my mom took me, and my child, and we went to my aunt’s place.  And the 
woman said, “Just observe her, if there’s any change in the child, let me know.”  The next 
day the baby was well, and the next day after that.  Basi.  So my dad was informed.  He 
was told that they had tried an abortion but it didn’t work – that nothing was working.  So 
he had gone to school to tell them that I was sick – he was forging false reports about my 
illness.  And later on, they told him that they were hearing different stories.  And he said, 
“This is my child – and I know that she’s sick.”  You know there were other students in 
school with me who were aware I was pregnant, and they reported it.  So they said to my 
dad, “You’re lying to us – we know your daughter is pregnant.  Why aren’t you telling us 
the truth?”  Later on, my father was tired of going to the school so he just stopped.  Basi.   
So I stayed [for a while] at my auntie’s place.  My mom asked me, and I said, “I 
will never go back to my dad’s place.  I’d rather go to my grandmother.”  My 
grandmother, the same one you met at my house, said, “If you don’t want her – I’ll have 
her.  She’s mature!  We’ll farm together, whatever we’ll get, we’ll take care of her baby 
and the baby will grow.  My granddaughter and that child will not be a problem.  We’ll 
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have flour, we’ll drink porridge, we’ll be fine.  If we don’t have food, we can just sleep.”  
And she asked my mom, “Does this mean that in your husband’s family, is there really no 
one who has done something like this?  Go ask your husband!  Doesn’t he have some 
relative to whom this has happened?”  My grandmother knew that my dad had a younger 
sister who had an abortion when she was in school, and that’s why she still can’t have 
children – this is the same, same aunty who beat me!  My grandmother said, “Don’t be 
doing this to your child!  She could go crazy or decide to commit suicide and maybe kill 
the child- and how will that profit you?”   
My dad thought about it, and later one of my grandfathers called my dad and said 
“I want to talk to you.”  So he went and my grandfather said, “Child – this pregnancy, 
I’ve heard about it.  I’ve heard about everything.  Lev is not the first one to make this 
mistake.  If you’re sure that you’ve never wronged anyone, then don’t take her back.  But 
if you can remember a few times when you’ve done some things that aren’t right, then go 
and get her.  Find any means to take her back to school or to have a life.”  So he spoke to 
him.  Then my dad called my mom to say, “Bring Lev home.”  My mom asked him, “Do 
you really need Lev to be home?”  And he said, “Bring her home.”   
When he came home, he was no longer angry.  He said hello to me, but he 
ignored my child.  We stayed like that for a while, and then one day he woke up in the 
morning and he said, “Lev, bring me my grandchild.”  Before that, the days had been so 
long because he showed no concern for my child, and the baby wasn’t even happy.  She 
cried for milk, I nursed her, and she would just be there.  Then he said, “Lev, bring me 
my granddaughter so I can give her a name.”  I couldn’t believe that was my father.  But 
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that morning, he woke and knocked on my door and said, “How are you, Lev?  How is 
the baby?”  I said we were fine.  He said, “Why does your baby cry at night?  What’s 
wrong?  Do you need your mother to help you take care of your baby?”  And I said, “No, 
she just cries at night.”  And he said, “Bring me the baby.”  And he took the baby, played 
with her, and he gave her a name.   
Interviewer:  Was this the first time your dad held your daughter? 
Levina:  Yes.  She was maybe 1 month.   After that, my baby was cheerful.  And 
after that, I started living life again.  That’s when I realized that life had gotten better, and 
I realized that I could really continue living.  So life continued like that until I got an 
opportunity to go to Sasema.   
Interviewer:  And has the father of you daughter ever come back? 
Levina:  Yes, he used to come secretly, when my parents weren’t around.  He had 
a sibling who used to be in school with my brother.  So this sibling used to come visit us 
and tell him that he’d seen my baby, the baby looks like this, etc.  So he came, he 
introduced himself, he introduced himself to my mother and said, “I’m here for anything.  
I’m the one responsible for this.  This child is mine.”  My mother said, “Watch yourself, 
son, because if her father was here I don’t know how you’d leave this house – probably in 
pieces.”  So, he was like, “I’ll sacrifice – whatever needs to happen will happen.”  So my 
mother said, “Here’s your child.”  At that point my daughter was crawling.  She said, 
“Don’t sacrifice yourself.  Tell your relatives to come first, tell them to come first – I 
don’t advise you to come yet because her father is still angry and I don’t want you to get 
into trouble.”  But he would still come when my father wasn’t there.  He told his parents, 
  168 
and one day his mother and uncle came.  My father said, “I’ve been waiting for you to 
come for such a long time.  But you came when I’m no longer angry, so I’m not going to 
do anything to you.  Even if I asked you to pay me for all the costs associated with her 
schooling, can you do that?”  They said, “Well, if you ask us for that we won’t be able to 
do that, but we’re saying that we’d like to help with our responsibility.  And if she wants 
to go back to school, we’ll help there, too, because our son is responsible.”  My dad 
understood, although he was a bit angry.   
But my dad’s anger disappeared completely once I returned to school.  He told 
me, “Now you’ve really made me happy.  I couldn’t just see you sitting here, doing 
nothing, without any direction.”  You know, I knew I made a mistake, but I always used 
to ask my mom, “Will I ever be able to go back to school?”  And my mom would say, 
“You already have a child!  What do you want with school?”  Then she would see me 
down, and she’d say, “Don’t be down, my daughter – we’re also thinking about you.  
Even if we won’t be able to take you to school, we’ll find something for you.  Maybe 
tailoring.”  One day my dad called me and said, “Do you want school?  What is it that 
you want?”  I told him, “I want school, but I’ll take anything that is available.”  He said, 
“Are you sure you won’t disappoint me again?”  I said no.  “Are you telling me the truth, 
Lev?”  I said yes.  So when he was still looking for a school for me, that’s when the 
chance to attend Sasema came up.  I had all the qualifications, but they wanted students 
who had dropped school in primary school and couldn’t continue because of pregnancy 
or poverty.  But me, I had already started secondary school.  But my dad said, “Let’s just 
try this.”   
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Everyone else had done the examination, and I did it with the very last bunch.  
They were just looking for the last few.  We were 12 people, and they just needed 6 
people.  During the last examination, my dad asked me, “Do you still remember math?  
You have to practice!”  Because my brother was taken to school, he would come and do 
math with me.  My dad would say, “Do you still remember English?  Don’t let me 
down.”  That was like the song he kept singing, “Don’t let me down.”  Then the day of 
the examination came.  I did the examination, it was a good examination.  They said 
they’ll post the announcement of our results in the ward offices.   
Among the six that were chosen that day, I was number one.  I was so happy – I 
was so thankful.  We were given forms to fill, but there was another obstacle.  My mom 
had told me, “You’re just going for two years.”  I was thinking that I’d go to Forms Three 
and Four.  But I went, and you know what?  They put us in Standard Six! (This means 
returning to do two years of primary school after having already completed two years of 
secondary school – in essence losing four years of school.) Ahhhhhhhh!  I wasn’t 
expecting that.  I told my mom, “Class 6??!!  I’m not saying no to school, but when I go 
to school I’ll find myself in the class with small children, and here I’m grown, I’m a 
mother, and they’ll be laughing at me!” But my mom was encouraging me to go.  She 
asked me every day if I could go and I said, yes, I can go.  I said, “If I go and I find it’s 
only just little kids, I won’t go to school.  Even if I passed, I wouldn’t go to school.”  So 
my dad said, “I’ll let you go and inspect this for yourself.”   
The day that I went, and I was waiting for the rest to come – when I saw the 
people coming out of the bus, I looked young.  They were big, with adult bodies!  We 
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went to class the first day – we were given instructions, we started schooling – we were 
familiar with each other now.  I would even say, “What time are we leaving? I need to 
nurse my baby!”  People would say, surprised, “Oh – you have a child?”  And I would 
say, “Yes, I have a child who is getting bigger.”  They would say, “You’re lying, you 
don’t have a child.”  You know there were other people who had children, but they didn’t 
talk about it.  Me, I never hid that I had a child.  I told people.  “I have a child that I am 
nursing.  Don’t you see sometimes that my breasts become huge?”  So one day I took 
some classmates home, and they really were surprised that I had a child.  So as time went 
on, you would hear, “Oh – so and so also has a child!”  So everyone knew who had 
children, and I got used to the situation.  I continued with my schooling then, up until 
where I am. 
Interviewer:  Is the father still in the life of your baby? 
Levina:  Yes, he is – he’s still taking care of her.  He takes good care of her.  He 
takes all the responsibility for her.  When school is almost open, he’ll call and say, 
“What’s needed for the baby?”  He’ll send us money, maybe go buy things for her 
himself and also give us money.  He comes, sees his daughter.  If our child is sick, I’ll 
call him and he’ll either send his mother right away to take her to the hospital and this 
mother wants to stay with our daugther until she gets better.  But of course my daughter 
says she wants to return to her other bibi, my mother.  So he’s really taking good care of 
the baby. 
Interviewer:  So are you still in a relationship? 
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Levina:  (Lots of laughter!)  Dada, to tell you the truth, we don’t really have that 
relationship –we’re more like co-parents. (From her coyness, it seems to us as if it is 
perhaps otherwise.) 
Interviewer:  And what if he decides to come back?  Because isn’t he taking good 
care of his daughter? 
Levina:  You know, I’ll evaluate things then – and he has that thought – but I will 
need to complete my schooling.  So most of the time he asks me, “Lev – do you think 
there’s a possibility of us living together?”  So I ask him, “What do you want?”  “I want 
to continue living with you, to have more children with you.  I don’t want to have 
children with someone else.”  I always tell him, “Just wait for me to finish with this – 
we’ll plan everything once I’m done with school.  When I’ve completed my studies, if 
you still need me, then you can be with me.  But I’m not telling you that you can’t be 
with someone else – you’re free, you have your freedom.”  I told him he doesn’t need to 
wait – and he said, “I’m also building my own life now, so when you’re done some 
things will already be complete.”  So these are the things we discuss.  He’s very straight 
up and courteous. 
Discussion of Levina Part Two  
 
 This section of Levina’s life history draws our attention to the simultaneously 
critical and fragile nature of two vital institutions of family and schooling in the lives of 
young women in Tanzania.  When Levina’s unplanned pregnancy temporarily results in 
her expulsion from both institutions, her story exemplifies the socially and physically 
gendered repercussions of adolescent sexuality in Tanzania.  Furthermore, it 
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demonstrates how a lack of knowledge of, and presumably the absence of teaching about, 
reproduction can quickly derail young women’s lives, underscoring the need for 
supplementary curricula as described in Chapter Two.  Yet with assistance from a 
number of family and community members, Levina’s exclusion is not permanent; thus as 
with her earlier story of escape, Levina improbably overcomes obstacles.   
 Reactions to Levina’s pregnancy reveal gendered norms at work.  In her shame, 
fearing her father’s reaction, and after considering the well-being her siblings, Levina 
attempts suicide.  Levina’s mother reacts to the news that her daughter is expecting with 
worry, embarrassment and fear for her daughter’s, her other children’s and her own 
futures even as she tries to predict and then manage her husband’s reaction.  Levina’s 
father reacts with anger and shame as well as insistence that Levina have an abortion so 
she can immediately continue schooling.  Levina’s father’s and aunts’ initial reactions are 
striking illustrations of how a concern for Levina’s reputation outweighed considerations 
of her physical and emotional safety.  Yet although her aunts step in to both push her to 
have an abortion as their brother (Levina’s father) has insisted, they support her when, in 
the end, she safely delivers her daughter.   Levina’s boyfriend is further evidence of the 
uneven and gendered repercussions of adolescent sexuality.  For although he claimed 
responsibility for his child, he is largely absent until it is safe for him to take a more 
active participatory role and we can assume that in the interim he continues with his 
schooling and remains with his family.  Levina’s story thus offers a vivid illustration of 
the gendered nature of well-being and educational opportunity in Tanzania, norms which 
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feminists theorists such as the schooling for empowerment scholars in Chapter Two 
critique.   
 Yet Levina’s story reveals how well-being and opportunity are also fundamentally 
relational in nature, for it is the support of several family and community members that 
ensure she and her baby return to their family, which eventually allows Levina to return 
to school.  Although there are numerous theoretical frameworks that could be brought to 
bear here, for example social capital theory of several of the notions of empowerment 
reviewed in Chapter Two, I assert that the more emic conceptualizations of ujamaa and 
ubuntu are more closely aligned to Levina’s understandings of her life.  Levina’s 
extended family members, particularly her grandmother and aunts, offered their support 
when it seemed that her father would not allow her to return to her home.  This instance 
of extended family, as well as the woman who refused to abort her daughter, playing a 
key role in this young woman’s life is an example of ujamaa at work and demonstrates 
how others beyond the immediate family step in to assuage vulnerability. Furthermore, a 
key turning point in Levina’s story is when her grandfather convinces her heretofore 
resistant father to accept Levina and, eventually, her daughter.  In Levina’s retelling, it is 
this acceptance that bestows, symbolically and literally, well-being which is inextricably 
tied to belonging to her family, belonging that enables her to start “living life again”.  
This moment encapsulates the ubuntu notion that “I am because we are”.   This theme of 
belonging continues strongly throughout this dissertation, including in the next interview 
section, where Levina describes her faith and her aspirations for the future. 
Levina Part Three:  Faith, Future and Empowerment 
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Levina:  In my many troubles, I cry to God.  There are a few things you’ll see that 
it’s completely God who has done them, and they’ve been answers to prayers.  If you 
pray with determination, and you tell God, “Help me with this thing!”, if you have faith, 
you’ll succeed. 
Interviewer:  Please give us an example of one thing that you feel was from God. 
Levina:  First of all – me getting a chance to go back to school.  I used to ask 
myself, “Really, will I ever go back to school?”  I used to wonder what I would do if I 
didn’t go back to school.  I used to tell God, “Help me get to school!”  Though I didn’t 
know what kind of school I wanted, I just wanted to go and wanted to go until I 
completed it.  When I came to Form Four, I prayed to God to help me pass my 
examinations.  So I started schooling – Form One, Form Two, and I used to tell God, 
“Help me to perform well!”  Even if I’m not going to be among those who do very, very 
well, help me do well so that I can encourage my parents and my teachers.  So, I 
managed to do well.  And at my last examination, you can’t believe it, I used to call my 
mom every day and ask her, “Are you praying for me?”  “Are you praying for me?”  And 
she said, “We’re together in this.”  And I used to pray and fast and struggle for the past 6 
years – from Standard Six to Form Four – can I harvest something, however small, but let 
me get some light from this.  Sometimes I’d fast, I’d pray with my friends.  I’d remind 
my mother to pray for me on the day I had examinations.  So we did the examinations, 
when you finish the examination you don’t know who is marking your papers, and I’ll 
tell God to please, please help me – I commit to you the person who is marking my paper.  
And I would hand everything, all of it, to God.  I asked God to kindly allow me to be 
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among those who will pass the examination.  “God, for the six years, can I have 
something from this?”  After that, I passed my examination at Division 3 and then I 
looked forward. 
Interviewer:  What are you putting in God’s hands now like how you did with 
your academics before? 
Levina:  Everything – right now I’ve committed my studies to God.  I also tell 
God about everything, about relationships, asking whether it’s the father of my child who 
God has planned for me to marry, I pray for this man’s protection so that he can become 
my husband.  But also, if it’s not him, I know that there’s someone else planned for me, 
and that God will show me.  And I pray that God continues to give my parents life, a long 
life.  I depend on them.  You know, dada, my parents really tolerate each other and 
persevere, and if they weren’t that way they could have grown apart and our family 
would have fallen apart, I don’t think I’d be here today talking.  My dad’s relatives, they 
don’t cooperate with each other.  My dad has used a lot of money to help his relatives.  
Because their parents died when they were young, and my dad was the oldest.  There was 
a time my dad had problems, and he would phone them [for help] and they’d ask, “What 
do you want?  You’re just disturbing us!”  My dad would keep quiet and say, “You know 
what, God will help me.  There will be a day when I succeed.”   My mom told him, 
“Leave them alone.  You gave money to help them but now they’re treating you rudely, 
there will be a day that God answers your prayer.”  And it’s true – God answers, and life 
becomes better.   
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On my mom’s side, these are the relatives who give us a lot of support.  My 
grandmother had nothing, and you know, the way you saw her, she has grown old but she 
used to be a very good farmer.  She would call my mother, saying, “Come!”  And when 
my mom came she would give her everything – rice, beans, even kanga.  She would give 
it to her and say, “Take this, use it to carry your babies.”  She would even give her 
money.  So I’m praying that she lives a long life.  I’m praying for my parents to live a 
long life.  My dad knows that his wife is his biggest supporter, and that’s why he really 
respects her.  He will say, “I’ll do anything, but I don’t want to make your mother angry.”  
Let’s say if they quarrel and my mom says she wants to leave, my dad will come and tell 
me to talk to my mom so she doesn’t leave.  You know when my dad says “If there’s a 
day that I’ll do something that really makes you angry, I’ll take my bag and leave, but I’ll 
ask you to stay in this compound with our children.”  That’s one thing that my dad says 
to my mom.  That’s the kind of life we live up until this moment, and that’s why I’m 
praying for the best for my parents, so they can continue living until the time we can 
really depend on ourselves.  That’s one thing I pray for every day. 
Interviewer:  So you’re saying you do things and talk to God about them? 
Levina:  Yes – you have to be careful that whatever you’re doing doesn’t harm 
others.  I don’t think God will answer you if you’re doing something that could harm 
others.  What I believe is, if I ask God to help me with something harmful, my prayer 
won’t be answered.  But your efforts can be joined with God.  And that’s when God 
answers you.  But it also depends on your effort, and whether all your effort is to do 
something good or bad.  If it’s bad, your prayer won’t be answered, but if it’s good, I 
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believe that when you cry to God with your problems, he totally answers.  You may not 
see God exactly, but you’ll feel and know that it’s him.   
Interviewer:  Let’s talk about your future life.  How do you envision it? 
Levina:  I’m thinking about things – to finish nursing school, to have a beautiful 
family, to have a beautiful life together, for my children to get a great education to the 
point where they’re successful – my parents, too – I want them to not have to worry about 
anything, so that it’s just for them to ask and I can provide.  Maybe I can open a good 
business for them that can bring income to them.  I don’t want them to have an 
uncomfortable life.   And you know, it’s not only me who thinks about giving our family 
a comfortable life – my brother, when we sit together we always ask ourselves what we 
can do for our parents.  And he says, “You know, you’re thinking the same thing that I 
do.  One day I want to open a beautiful boutique for our mom.”  He always says with 
love, “Bibi mkubwa . . . (our dear mother . . .)”.  (Laughter.)  He wants to work in a bank 
and open a boutique for mom.  And if we pray to God, he hears, and we can help our 
relatives who have problems later on.   
You know, I’ve gone through a lot, dada.  There was a time where we used to go 
to bed hungry.  When we first moved to where you found us, my dad was totally beaten 
down, we were in a bad state.  Nothing that he tried was going well.  That’s when he 
started the charcoal business – he would come home exhausted at night.  My mom would 
be there, and that’s when my dad would say, “I’ll respect this woman until the end.” But 
there have been changes in our family – my family has supported me to a certain place, 
and I’m asking God to help me move from one place to another.  And though my family 
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has supported me to get this far, God is the one who completes this all.  So every time, as 
things go on, they change.  There’s nursing school now – and I’m still going up.  God 
helps where you need him, and when you really ask him for help. 
Interviewer:  Thank you.  And what do you understand when we speak about 
empowerment? 
Levina:  Uwezashaji – empowerment – it’s something that is done for women to 
be able to help themselves – for example if they’re given a certain skill to help them help 
themselves – so to be empowered means to be able to depend on yourself (kujitegemea).  
For example, me – Sasema has empowered me, to tell you the truth.  What we got at 
Sasema was different, because they taught us to believe in ourselves, which is different 
than the school I was at before.  At the other school we would just go and learn subjects 
and go home.   We didn’t have life skills studies like we do at Sasema.  So the life skills 
subject made us believe in ourselves (kujiamini), to have confidence, to make right 
decisions and to know right from wrong.  I was given the opportunity to study there, and 
my good effort helped that, and together those things have really helped me to be 
empowered.  Being empowered is when someone helps you to reach a certain goal – for 
example, women have groups that help each other to reach a certain goal.  And you can 
see that – it is empowerment.  So when it comes to empowerment, the person who is 
becoming empowered has to have her own will and her own goals.  So if someone wants 
to help empower you, but you have no will or determination, you won’t be empowered – 
you’ll just be there.  But if you say, “I want to be empowered,” and you have the will and 
determination, you’ll make it.   
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You know at Sasema, we’re taught to live within the community that surrounds 
us, to respect everyone according to whom or how s/he is.  We’re taught not to despise 
anyone because you don’t know how they are.  To believe in yourself – (kujiamini).  A 
girl who believes in herself can do things in the right time, she will do things that she 
thinks are right and knows are right.  When we talk about a girl who doesn’t believe in 
herself – she’ll do things without knowing what she’s doing, uncertain of whether they’re 
right or wrong and without planning them well.  But a girl who believes in herself has 
confidence, the highest confidence.   A girl who believes in herself will plan to do what 
to do at what time and can predict what result she will get.   
Discussion of Levina Part Three 
 
The role of faith, and specifically a sense that one’s life was being guided by a 
providential and protective God, was a recurring theme in young women’s life history 
narratives.  Although my familiarity with Tanzanian religious conceptualizations meant 
this theme was not wholly unanticipated, I did not foresee how prominent discussions of 
faith would become, nor how notions of faith would impact notions of empowerment.  
After all, this perspective is largely absent from gender, education and development 
literature.  Thus while I did not set out to elucidate this relationship, I became 
increasingly attuned to how participants linked their faith to their sense of individual 
agency and began asking participants more directly about the role of faith in their lives.  
As such, this theme will be returned to in the two subsequent life histories. 
Levina’s narration repeatedly refers to God as playing a benevolent, protective 
and providential role.  She believes God’s response to her intercessory prayer has altered 
  180 
the course of her life at key moments, including an escape from her aunt’s abuse and 
subsequent return to schooling by securing a place at Sasema.  Moreover, her sense of 
individual agency is rooted, in part, in a cosmology in which God creates paths and 
bestows blessings on those whose aims are ethical, whose aspirations are righteous and 
aligned with God’s plans for their lives.  Levina describes how such blessings are in 
response to both hard work and prayer.  Her life narration therefore suggests that an 
empowered life arises from a combination of support and schooling, and of faith and 
effort.   
This section also reveals most directly Levina’s assessment of her Sasema 
education.  She describes the importance of life skills, of believing in oneself and having 
goals.  She notes how living in Sasema’s community taught her to “respect everyone 
according to s/he is”.  For Levina, however, her primary orientation seems to be toward 
her family.  Her devotion to her family is evident in her future aspirations involving 
detailed visions of extending assistance and care, in collaboration with her brother, to her 
parents and grandmother.  Levina’s plans to use her schooling to support her parents, 
siblings and child are characteristic of a widely-shared orientation toward viewing 
resources, even intellectual resources, as communal, again highlighting a worldview akin 
to ujamaa or ubuntu.  The love, respect and care with which Levina regards her parents is 
similarly shown by Levina’s mother toward Levina in the following interview excerpt, 
which I include to offer a fuller picture of Levina’s family context. 
Levina’s Mother’s Perspective  
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Mother:  In education, Levina was doing well.  The teachers were even 
complimenting her for doing well.  As a parent, I was proud.  My dream for Levina is 
what is happening right now, for her to be studying.  But before, my life was not in a 
good place – we were poor.  At that time, we were really going through a hard time.  
That’s when we had just moved to Mankwe, we were living in town.  Life was so hard 
then that we moved to here, we moved here to Kiboko (a small settlement outside of 
Mankwe town).  We had a tiny little nyasi (thatched roof) house.  And the kids used to go 
to school, and every time they went to school I would wonder, “What will they eat when 
they come home?”  I wondered how we would survive.  You see here (she gestures to the 
grandmother sitting next to her) – this is my mother.  She used to come from far away to 
bring us food.  She would carry rice and beans.   
We discussed with my husband what we could do.  And my husband decided that 
he would go to the bush to start a charcoal business.  So he would go to the bush, make 
charcoal and sell it in town.  But the money we got wasn’t enough.  So we decided that I 
would start a tea stand selling tea and mandazi (donuts).  So we started doing that 
business – my husband would go collect charcoal, and I would sell tea and mandazi, and 
whatever we got we invested in the business and food in our children.  So God helped us 
to progress from that season to the next season.  My husband got into carpentry, so he 
used to get orders and make things and get money.  Because we saw that the money was 
growing, we had more money.  Then we started investing in FINCA.18  So then we built 
one room – so when my husband went to get charcoal and I did my mandazi business, we 
would combine our profit and pay off the loan.  Then it took us a year to finish paying off 
                                                
18	Tanzania’s low interest loans for people with low incomes–a microfinance institution.	
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that loan.  When we’d finished, we’d take another loan using the same business – because 
if you run your business right it grows.  So that’s how we have lived up until where we 
are today – so when we take loans sometimes, we divide it between the children’s school 
fees and the businesses and blocks to continue constructing our home.  This is what we 
do.  And we’ve gotten into farming.  If God brings the best here, we sell and our capital 
grows.   
So I used to think, “How will I take this kid to school?”  But because God is great, 
the little that I got, I helped to push her to go to school until the point where she is at 
today.  But where she is now, I still want her to go farther.  You know, as a parent, if your 
child is doing well, you feel you’re happy.  If I had the means, I’d take her outside this 
country so that she could study there for many years and when she would come back she 
could take care of her younger sister and daughter.  But where she is, let’s just thank God 
because God has his own plans for her. 
Interviewer:  In your own views, kindly tell us your thoughts about educating 
girls. 
Mother:  Education of a girl is really important.  You know, when a girl goes to 
school and finishes, and gets a job, if she has younger siblings, because you know us 
parents we will get tired, but if she has gone to school and gotten a job, she will be able to 
support her siblings.  This is better than just leaving your child at home and not having 
her do anything.  That’s why we work so hard to get her to school: we know she’ll work 
hard in school and help the rest. 
Interviewer:  Can you tell us what you think of women’s empowerment? 
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Mother:  Women were discriminated against, but right now women empower 
themselves.  So if a father isn’t careful to pay the school fees for the kids, then the mother 
does business and pays for the school fees.  So I thank God that now women, we 
empower ourselves.  Way back then, most of us women used to depend on men. Now we 
have different groups among whom we lend each other money and we do business 
together, so that even if you sell bananas, you can get money.  So right now, women have 
gotten into taking loans in order to do business in order to empower their families.  
Because if a father sees a woman is also providing in the house, he begins to respect this 
woman because he knows that she has the ability to look for that money.  So if the family 
comes together, they can cooperate and do something great. 
 Interviewer:  Let’s talk about relationships, relationships between girls and boys, 
sex.  Mother – do you think young people have information about relationships and sex? 
Mother:   Information?  They have it.  They go to different places and they learn – 
I’m not saying they learn by practicing it, but by learning about prevention and 
awareness. 
Interviewer:  How about here at your home – do you talk about it? 
Mother:  Yes, it’s a must for me to talk to her.  Because I tell her that the world 
you’re living in is not the one that we were living in.  So if you’re in school, study hard 
because these other things, you’ll find them waiting when you’re done with school.  
Because if you mix two things, you’re likely to drop one.   
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Interviewer:  Let’s talk about Levina getting pregnant – you were able to work 
hard to help bring her to where she is.  What happens with other parents, what do they 
miss with helping their children if they’re in this situation? 
Mother:  You know because once a problem has happened, parents become angry.  
And they say, you know, because she has done this I’m no longer going to take her to 
school – she’ll do again exactly what she did.  But what they missed was sitting down 
with their children and explaining that what they did was not right.  So you need to 
change in order to be able to progress.  But other parents do not have that time to sit with 
their kids – they are far from their kids.  When a child gets a problem, you need to stay 
close to her.  When you stay close to her, she’ll change.  But if you’re not close to her, 
she will think you’ve just left her and she’ll find another temptation.  So the most 
important thing is to sit close to your child, advise her, tell her not to do things again – to 
stay steadfast because these things are always going to be there – and if your child is 
attentive enough, she will hear you.   
Conclusion 
 
Levina’s mother’s account of their family’s early poverty as well as Levina’s 
pregnancy portray a family struggling to find secure livelihoods but always with an 
orientation toward each other, their futures and with the intention of schooling their 
children.  This family’s transition away from agriculture toward a variety of business 
ventures is typical of many families in this region with increasingly unreliable weather 
patterns emerging alongside the increasing dominance of a global, market-based 
economy.  What makes Levina’s family successful, according to both Levina and her 
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mother, is their continued care for each other, as demonstrated both by Levina’s 
grandmother, her father and Levina’s mother’s reaction to Levina’s pregnancy.  Levina’s 
mother recounts how this family has remained committed to each other, has drawn upon 
several financial opportunities in the region and is further sustained by their faith in God.  
Her mother’s views on empowerment are illustrative, for she describes a decrease in 
discrimination coinciding with increasing financial, vocational and relational 
independence that, in turn, furthers the well-being of the family.  To use the terminology 
of empowerment employed by scholars in Chapter Two, this is a simultaneously 
relational and instrumental notion of empowerment, whereby a woman views herself as 
belonging differently, and more agentically, within and for her family.    
On the whole, Levina’s life narrative provides an intimate view of tenacity and 
support alongside struggle and vulnerability. In what ways do her descriptions of her life 
compare to, disrupt or perhaps reinscribe prominent characterizations of girls in need of 
empowerment through schooling in the Global South?  How might this close up view of 
one young woman’s life story and perspectives on empowerment contribute to our 
understanding of the possibilities or limitations of schooling for empowerment?  Aside 
from the themes and questions touched on above, I see these larger stories as including 
Sasema and its approaches, families in the midst of transition from subsistence farming to 
a market economy, gender norms at work in young women’s lives, urbanization and 
religion, and varying and contested notions of empowerment.  In particular, Levina’s life 
narrative underscores the importance of family – not merely immediate family as some 
schooling for development scholars might imagine, but extended family - in young 
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women’s lives.  Levina’s narrow escape from abuse reveals how innovations such as 
deception, largely off the radar of most research, are employed by young people in times 
of need.  Furthermore, Levina also brings religion and spirituality into conversation with 
notions of empowerment, something noticeably lacking in literature in the field of 
comparative and international development education.  In the next life history interview, 
Malaika offers many contrasting views on schooling, family and empowerment.   
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Chapter Six:  Malaika 
 
Malaika’s life history calls into question the coupling of schooling and 
empowerment for young women in Tanzania more than the two other life histories in this 
dissertation.  For reasons that will become clear in her account of her life in this chapter, 
schooling for Malaika - even a program as supportive and all-encompassing as Sasema - 
was not a good fit in the end.  Furthermore, some of the very programmatic aspects that 
other young women found to be most valuable at Sasema were those that ultimately 
contributed to Malaika’s eventual decision to leave school shortly before completing 
Form Three.  Nevertheless, Malaika’s story is far from tragic.  Rather, her story adds 
nuance and new perspectives to themes already raised by Levina’s story, including the 
nature of resilience and vulnerability and how belonging – or not - in one’s family, school 
and community shapes girls’ lives. Malaika’s story also raises several new themes which 
will be further discussed between sections of the life history below.    
Malaika is one of two interviewees in my life history sample who had left Sasema 
prior to graduation, which, while significant, is not the primary reason I sought her out to 
participate in this study.  I knew from previous interviews that Malaika possessed a 
courageous openness about herself, an ability to speak matter-of-factly about things that 
were not always pleasant.  In interviews, Malaika shared her perspectives and 
experiences without euphemism or hyperbole, and would occasionally, without apology 
or explanation, exercise her right not to answer a question.  This encouraged me, and I 
hoped to cultivate that sense of agency with regard to the interview process with all 
participants. Furthermore, Malaika was insightful – she articulated life’s complexity and 
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did not shy away from expressing two seemingly incongruous perspectives.  In previous 
interviews, she had spoken about how although Sasema’s curriculum had taught her to be 
entrepreneurial in ways such that she could easily have a profitable mandazi business, her 
family’s dire circumstances, including having a mentally ill mother and a young son in 
need of assistance, sometimes necessitated she make more immediate economic choices 
including occasionally engaging in transactional sex.  She praised the Sasema community 
– both teachers and students - as offering her more support than she received at home, yet 
she shared that she felt that, in the end, they failed her.  She critiqued her family’s notions 
of inheritance that had excluded her from accessing what she believed was rightfully 
hers, but she never wavered from aspirations to use her education to help her family.  She 
criticized men in her community for believing that women were inferior and offered 
examples of women’s oppression, for instance describing men demanding sex in return 
for job offers, but she also expressed frustration 
with those women who, she said, had no 
confidence.  She described her sadness about 
feeling unable to depend on anyone, but was 
proud she was able to depend on herself.  She 
praised school as offering some learning 
opportunities, but said true wisdom comes from 
inside someone, not from a school.  In short, 
Malaika drew me in, and her story is included 
 
Figure 2:  Judith and Benedicto, 
Malaika's Son 
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here, because she offers insight, complexity and balance to what I felt was a largely 
positive picture of Sasema and its possibilities for young women’s lives. 
Although we had spoken on the phone in preparation for our life history 
interviews, it had been seven months since I’d last seen Malaika when, while walking to 
her house, I glimpsed her walking toward us, a tiny baby in her hands and a bright, 
slightly mischevious smile on her face.  Following hugs and lengthy greetings, Judith and 
I learned the baby Malaika held was her one-month old son named Benedicto.  
Benedicto’s arrival was an event that she had not shared with us over when we were 
making interview arrangements, yet from all appearances she was delighted: delighted 
with Benedicto, delighted to see us, delighted to see our surprise and pleasure at meeting 
her new baby.  She was dressed comfortably, wearing an unbuttoned shirt for easy 
nursing and a pair of long shorts with a kanga (Swahili cloth) tied over them.  Both 
Malaika and Benedicto looked healthy, calm and at ease.  She had recently moved to a 
single room in the neighborhood of Soko Juu – an area up the hill and a good distance 
from the town center, full of trees and greenery.  She rents one small room in a newer, 
clean compound of four rooms.  In the front there’s a duka (small store), where she 
occasionally works part-time for a small amount of money as well as for a reduction in 
rent.  Her home was small, but decorated with pictures on the walls and an embroidered 
bedspread.  Her room also held a small kerosene stove, a mosquito net, water cans and 
clothes neatly folded in piles along the wall.  Her neighbors seemed to have been made 
aware of our visit and were welcoming and friendly toward us, suggesting they had a 
good relationship with her.   
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We interviewed Malaika on several occasions at her home over several days and 
then again on the phone for a total of five interviews.  This was according to plan, so as 
to spread conversations out and be able to return to earlier points to get clarification.  In 
the middle of our first interview, Malaika’s boyfriend, the father of her baby Benedicto, 
came back from work.  He was dressed neatly – new jeans and a polo shirt.  His hands, 
though, were work-worn and full of grease from his job as a mechanic.  Malaika was 
nursing when he came in, and when she finished, he took Benedicto and walked around 
with him until the baby seemed ready to nurse again.  He chatted with us after he brought 
the baby back.  We thought he seemed very young – his voice wasn’t even completely 
finished changing – perhaps 18, not much older.  This is in comparison to Malaika’s age 
of 23.  I have retained a portion of our conversation with Malaika’s boyfriend in this 
chapter. 
Malaika Part One:  Childhood, Security, Sickness and Exploitation 
 
Malaika:  My name is Malaika.  I’m the only child of my parents.  My mom’s 
first born child died, and then she had another child who was named Laina.  I was born 
here in Mankwe, but my family moved to Dar es Salaam shortly after I was born.  I lived 
in Dar with my mom, dad and older sister, Laina.  Laina was six when I was born, but she 
died shortly after that.  What happened was there was a funeral in the town where my 
mom comes from.  My mom wanted to take us children to the funeral with her, but my 
dad said no.  My mom insisted and brought my sister anyway.  When they reached there, 
my sister got sick and died the same day.  This is when tension grew between my mother 
and father.   
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There was no understanding between my parents after that, so my dad took the 
title to the house and left.  My mom spoke to the government officials, who went looking 
for my dad.  Then he came back to Dar es Salaam and eventually my parents found a 
buyer for that house and it was sold.  My mom used to talk about how the money that was 
used to buy the plot for that house was hers, and my dad’s money was supposed to be for 
household supplies.  This means that most of the money used for the house was my 
mom’s, although that was according to their agreement at the time.  So when my dad 
pretended that he had also contributed [in order to receive equal payment from the sale of 
the house], my mom was so angry with him.  After the house was sold, my mom bought a 
place here [in Mankwe] and my dad went back to a neighborhood in Dar.  I heard he 
married another woman, but I don’t know.  From that point onward, I didn’t see him 
again.  You know, I don’t remember his face.  My mom doesn’t even have a photo.  He 
left in 1993, but I heard he died in 1996.  
Earlier, when the problems had started between my parents in Dar es Salaam, I 
came back here to Mankwe to live with my grandmother for a time.  I stayed with my 
grandmother until I started kindergarten.  My mom eventually built the house here in 
Mankwe, then she came and got me and then we lived together.  We stayed in that house 
for a while, and we had another cousin who lived with us – we all lived together.  I didn’t 
have a difficult life during this time when I was young:  my mom was a very good 
business woman so we never had problems.  It’s not like we had luxury, but we were 
comfortable.  My mom was also a farmer so we always had food at home.  She had her 
own projects; she kept pigs, ducks, chickens, and she used to have a garden, too.  She 
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also did her own businesses like cooking vitumbua (rice cakes) and mandazi. With her 
businesses and the money that she had gotten from the house in Dar es Salaam and my 
dad because of child support, she got into another business which she was doing with my 
uncle.   
You know, one strong memory I have is how we had pigs at home.  When it 
reached the afternoon, we used to go to the pig pen, put a hose there, and then we kids 
would take a shower together with the pigs.  When I remember that, I think I was so silly 
then, and I laugh hard about it.  When I was young I really used to love doing that!  You 
know, I wasn’t calm.  I was precocious.  I have a cousin who’s one year older than me 
and we grew up together when we were young.  She came to Mankwe recently and asked 
me, “Malaika, do you remember what you did to my hand?"  She had a huge scar on it.  I 
said, “Why should I remember?  That’s YOUR hand!”  And she said, “You burned me 
with a plastic bag!”  And here was a scar . . . it must have been horrible then.  My uncle 
told me that I put a plastic bag in the fire, took it out and put it on my cousin’s hand.  Oh 
my God, this was hard for me to believe, but I know that I was that kind of kid.   
We lived together in that house for a while - my mom, cousin and me.  My mom 
started having a lot of bad headaches, so sometimes we went to stay with my uncle when 
she wasn’t feeling well.  One day my cousin and I were together - this was the time when 
we started to have cell phones, maybe the year 2000 or so - and my mom called us.  We 
went back home to see her, and she told us, “Take this phone, take it to your uncle’s 
house and bury it.”  We were doing exactly that, and in the process of doing that, the 
phone rang.  It was my uncle.  My cousin answered it and explained to my uncle what we 
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were doing.  He wondered why my mom had asked us to do this, so he called my 
grandmother.  My grandmother said she might have a problem, that maybe they had to go 
see her.   
We went to our house and found she was disturbed (meaning mentally disturbed).  
At this point we took her to the hospital.  She got medicine and used it for one month, 
and then was off of it for a month.  This continued for a while.  We also looked for a 
witch doctor, and we paid him a lot of money, but it didn’t help, she remained disturbed. 
We took her to the hospital.  It got worse and worse.  She’s still sick.  She gets better for 
a month or two, and then she is very sick again.  She can sometimes beat people – she has 
no idea what she’s doing, she’s not herself when she’s in that state.  When she gets better 
and asks what she’s done, she doesn’t believe that she could do such things.  She 
becomes crazy, and when she gets better, she’ll become normal briefly.  At the hospital 
they give her medicine and she’ll take it sometimes.  But when she’s well, she won’t take 
her medicine because she doesn’t believe she’s sick – this is how people with this illness 
act, they just can’t accept they’re sick.   
When she started getting sick, my uncle sold the house because my mom was so 
mentally ill.  My uncle came and said that he didn’t want any of us to live in that house 
because there were evil spirits in that house – so he sold it.  But after selling the house, he 
didn’t give us the money – he took it.  They quarreled about it, and I didn’t know how to 
intervene.  At that time, I had just completed Standard Seven, so when I asked my uncle – 
or if anyone asked my uncle about it – he would deny selling our house.  When asked, he 
said that it was still his sister’s house, but he was helping her during her sickness.   Later, 
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my aunt told me that he had stolen the money that belonged to me.  He hadn’t contributed 
anything to building that house – it was money from my mother and father.  It should 
have been my house.  So this was exploitation.   
After that, my mom started living with my grandmother.  My grandmother said 
she didn’t want my uncle to take what is rightfully ours, but she couldn’t prevent all of 
this from happening.  After my uncle realized that a lot of people were on his case about 
this, he went and built a house for us at my grandma’s place, but up to this moment that 
house isn’t finished.  It’s an unfinished four room house, just sitting there – it doesn’t 
have a roof, windows or doors.  With the rest of the money, he took it and moved to 
Arusha.  He exploited us.   
If my mom weren’t sick, I wouldn’t be here now – I’d be at our own home.  
Because my mom, she had built three rooms, one for me, one for her and a sitting room.  
And she was building other rooms – and those were to be mine to rent to get money.  She 
didn’t want me to have to ask her for pocket money.  My mom wanted me to go to 
school.  But before she was able to finish [the house], she got sick.  You know, even if 
you ask her this right now, when she’s well she’ll tell me that she wanted me to go to 
school – that’s why she didn’t have another child, because she knew she couldn’t send 
two to school.  I would have been able to study hard in school if she hadn’t gotten sick.  
Life at home was [now] really hard – the person who used to support our family was my 
mom, and she was really sick.  Our living conditions got worse.   
Discussion of Malaika Part One   
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 The opening of Malaika’s life history portrays an early childhood not without 
upheaval and loss, but nevertheless anchored firmly by a strong mother.  While Malaika’s 
story contains several instances in which her mother displayed tenacity, perhaps none is 
so compelling as how she was able to make use of the notoriously inefficient government 
and court systems of Tanzania to demand and eventually acquire that which she believed 
was hers from an estranged husband.  Hearing this story, we envisage a woman with 
unusual stamina and savvy. Malaika’s description of her mother’s industriousness in 
farming, keeping livestock, building her own home and managing multiple business 
ventures further rounds out a portrait of a woman with significant abilities that she 
intended to put to use in service of her child’s and niece’s well-being and futures.  In 
short, Malaika describes a childhood with significantly more financial and food security 
than any other young woman in this study, and this is due to her mother. 
 It is difficult to know what to make of Malaika’s story of burning her cousin’s 
hand, in part because we don’t know how old she was at the time.  If Malaika were 
young, this story could be interpreted as evidence of curiosity, mischievousness, perhaps 
with some ill will.  If she were older, the story seems to suggest a streak of cruelty.  Yet 
my impression, bolstered by Malaika’s expression of amazement at herself as well as the 
fact that she’d forgotten the incident until she was reminded of it by her cousin, is that 
Malaika offered this and the story of bathing with pigs as evidence of viewing herself as, 
at her core, precocious, energetic, unconventional, boundary-pushing and, perhaps, 
having a capacity to fight.  This also seems to foreshadow her parting of ways with 
Sasema. 
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  When Malaika’s mother falls ill, her story unfolds similarly to Levina’s:  A 
parent’s sibling, in this case an uncle, exploits a girl who is unable to adequately advocate 
for herself because of her young age and perhaps gender, in Malaika’s case by effectively 
stealing her home and inheritance.  As in Levina’s story with her abusive aunt, this 
occurs even as other family members lament the situation but cannot, or do not, come to 
her aid.   Malaika’s story, therefore, similarly challenges prevailing notions of ujamaa or 
ubuntu in nurturing and protecting all members of a family.  In this instance, the network 
of family does not ameliorate Malaika’s vulnerability, but rather exacerbates and exploits 
it.   
In the upcoming section, Malaika reveals yet another traumatic life event that 
occurred not long after her mother became ill as well as the way in which she has worked 
to overcome this experience, and the help that Sasema offered in that process.  She also 
discusses participating in an ngoma, an adulthood initiation ritual performed among 
members of her ethnic group that was often discussed by other interviewees as 
significantly shaping young women’s lives.  This discussion is noteworthy because it 
offers a dissimilar perspective from other interviewees’ perceptions of morality and 
modernity for young women, perceptions which will be explored further in the next life 
history chapter.  Malaika’s narration resumes with her expressing how the powerless she 
experienced as a young child when her mother fell ill motivates her to work hard to avoid 
a similar situation again in her life. 
Malaika Part Two:  Trauma, Moving and Contested Modernity 
 
  197 
Malaika:  After my mom got sick, life became so unbearable.  You know when you’re 
very young, you can’t really go out and say, “Now I’m going to work for money.”  I 
remember that now, and when it comes to me working hard, I really push myself because 
I don’t want to be back to that time again.  But after some time, after I completed 
Standard Seven, I had to look for a job.  I got a job working as a house girl, but the 
landlord didn’t want to pay me at the end of the month.  After a time I became friends 
with a certain guy.  That’s how I got pregnant.  My uncle tried to force me to have an 
abortion, but I was scared because people said if you do that you may die.  I didn’t want 
to, and I told my aunt.  My aunt told me not to do it because I was the only child in the 
family – she said not to worry about it, don’t abort this baby, and even if life is hard we 
will find a way to take care of this baby.  After a time I started doing a little business at 
home.   But a couple years later I heard about Sasema.   
Interviewer:  Can you talk a little bit more about your first pregnancy? 
Malaika:  You know, I didn’t know anything then.  So I’ll say how I got it was 
bad luck.  By the time I realized I was pregnant, this guy said no, he wasn’t responsible.  
I was 15 years old.  You know, you may have a friend that you’re just close to; you can 
have a male friend that you’re used to.  We were used to each other, but not in love.  
There was a time that, for me, it was normal to go to their home, talk to them and go 
home.  He used to buy me sodas.  This particular time when I visited him, he gave me a 
soda like normal.  But there was something he had put in it.  I had no idea what happened 
– I just woke up, finding myself in bed.  You know, I had no memory of what had 
happened.  He had left by the time I woke up.  He had told his younger sister to watch 
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me, and that if I woke up she should help me get home.  He told his sister that I had taken 
a nap and that she should help me home when I woke because I wasn’t feeling very well.  
You know, I didn’t realize everything that had happened.  I felt different, though – I had 
some pain.  And to tell you the truth, I was scared.  I think it would have been better had I 
told someone what happened, but I didn’t.  So after some time that pain went away and it 
felt like everything was back to normal.  But then I began to just feel a little sick, and as 
days went on I realized that I was missing my period.  I had no idea what had really 
happened.  But at 3 months, people at home realized that something had happened; they 
asked me.  I told my aunt, and before telling her I went back and told that friend that I 
knew that something had happened that day because I thought I was probably pregnant.  
After I told him that [he had made me pregnant], he ran away and never came back.  I 
haven’t seen him since then.  I heard he’s in Arusha.  I think for me, it really affected me 
back then at that time.  At that time, I used to hate men completely.  It’s taken me a long 
time to get into a relationship.   
Interviewer:  Can you tell us about the transition from the experience that you had 
with that other difficult relationship, in which you got your older son and right now, to 
this relationship with Benedicto’s father?  How did you transition into another 
relationship? 
Malaika:  You might find that whatever you’re doing isn’t going that well – it 
takes some time to accept the reality of what happened.  So I accepted the reality.  You 
know sometimes, when you think about what has happened to you, maybe things don’t 
look like they’re progressing, sometimes you just want to cry or go away somewhere.  
  199 
The only thing you can do is accept that this happened.  Maybe this is the path that God 
has given me.  You know, I believe that every human being has his or her own path.  And 
even rich people, they may be very rich, but they have their own issues.  Everyone has his 
or her own path in life.  So most of the time if something happens to someone else, you 
may think it is small.  But if it happens to you, you realize how heavy such a situation is. 
Interviewer:  How have you been able to accept what happened to you? 
Malaika:  Hmmm… for me, if anything happens to me that is really bad, it takes 
time for me to accept it.  So in order for me to let go of something, I need to leave the 
area where it happened and move on.  So if a problem happens, I move on.  If I leave an 
area where something horrible happened, this makes it easier.  For example, say a relative 
gives you problems – if you live with that person in the same house, when you go out 
someone will address you in relation to that person in your house.  You can’t get away.  
But if you go to a whole new place, it helps you move on, it helps you forget.  So after 
what happened to me with the first guy, I left.  I used to live in the Tembelea 
neighborhood, but I left and went to Kipanga.  And I’ve never returned to Tembelea.   
Interviewer:  When you were at school, did they teach you anything to help you 
get over this situation? 
Malaika:  Yes – especially in life skills.  You know, they used to teach about 
accepting yourself, believing in yourself.  You know, in life skills they don’t teach you 
school things – they teach you community things.  So there you can speak about almost 
anything – there’s freedom in the life skills period.  You can ask the counselor any kind 
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of question, and she’s quite knowledgeable.  So that lady was really a good person for 
me, she really educated me with life skills and now I can be in the community. 
Interviewer:  We have a rather personal question – were you initiated in an 
ngoma? 
Malaika:  Yes, I was initiated.   
Interviewer:  And what were you taught when you were initiated? 
Malaika:  You know, at our home, when this was done, we were not taught that 
we were too young to enter relationships.  Nor were we taught to go enter these 
relationships, either, but . . .  When you really want to have a sexual relationship, then 
you’re instructed on how things really work.  You know, the only helpful thing I learned 
in my initiation was about hygiene.  Only hygiene.  Most people say when our tribe is 
initiated we’re taught about sex, but I think for me it was different because I was so 
young.  And because they were using proverbs and parables, I couldn’t understand all 
that was happening at the time.  There was someone translating the meaning for me, but it 
was hard to understand and because it was my cousin translating, it’s likely that she 
wasn’t telling me the entire truth about what we initiates were being taught.  I think they 
didn’t tell me everything because I was so young - I was at the most 14, so they only told 
me about hygiene.   
Discussion of Malaika Part Two   
 
 Adding a lengthy discussion to Malaika’s story of rape resulting in the birth of her 
first son feels an affront to Malaika’s dignity.  Although the transcript may read as if her 
story is presented with some detachment, this was not the case. Although Malaika didn’t 
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exude emotion, her speech was slow, hushed, serious. The three of us were moved and 
weary after this interview section.  Malaika’s disclosure was also a revelation to me, for, 
unlike a number of other young women who we had interviewed at Sasema over the 
years, she had neither told us nor given any suggestion that she was a survivor of sexual 
assault in our previous discussions.  Given that, I wondered whether Malaika had planned 
ahead to share this story when we discussed the idea of working on her life history or 
whether the probe about her first pregnancy was a catalyst for a discussion she wasn’t 
quite sure she would have.  Malaika left no doubt, however, as to her eventual 
intentionality of including this story in her life history when she later requested that other 
information be retracted.   
It is difficult to imagine the fear Malaika must have experienced as a fifteen year 
old who, as she describes, “didn’t know anything”, upon realizing she had been raped and 
was expecting a child.  The seriousness of the situation is both underlined and 
exacerbated when the father of her child ran to Arusha, never to return.  Her family 
members responded in divergent ways to the news of her pregnancy: while her uncle 
pressured her to have an abortion, her aunt encouraged her not to do so, and she offered 
support for her in the future.  We can presume that this crisis was made further difficult 
by how her mother’s illness meant she was not available to help Malaika through this 
time.  Malaika delivers her son and it comes to pass that the family of the young man 
does eventually take responsibility for caring for Malaika’s son, who now lives with his 
paternal grandmother.    
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Malaika’s framing of this experience as “bad luck” may seem, upon first reading, 
as a jarring understatement.  Yet I find her simple statement to be poignantly insightful – 
with this statement, she refuses any casting of blame on herself and, instead, points to the 
arbitrary cruelty implicit in sexual assault as it is experienced by its victims. In Malaika’s 
case, she had no indication that this young man, whom she viewed as her friend, would 
commit this act that would then go on to so significantly shape her life.  Her subsequent 
statement that she then hated men, that it took a long time to get into another relationship, 
reveals that she worked for some time to be able to describe this incident as bad luck.  
This work involved removing herself physically from the environs where this trauma had 
occurred.  In further evidence of quality schooling for girls scholars’ assertion that caring 
relationships, adult mentoring and counseling are potentially empowering for girls, it also 
involved work at Sasema with the counselor.  Malaika’s concluding comment about the 
counselor’s support, that she has helped her to gain skills to be able to “live in 
community”, echoes the importance of belonging raised earlier in this dissertation as well 
as confirms what may seem to be a paradoxical notion that individuals’ identity 
formation is in actuality a communal endeavor.  The importance of community is further 
underscored in Malaika’s statement that she prefers to completely remove herself from 
situations where she is viewed in relation to a person she views as problematic.   
 Following the community and identity themes, this passage reveals that although 
Malaika participated in an ngoma initiation, this experience did not, at least for Malaika, 
usher in the kind of life altering identity shift that other interviewees perceived as 
threatening young women’s futures in Mankwe.  I will return to this discussion in the 
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next life history chapter, when Beatrice describes growing up in the same neighborhood 
as Malaika and being one of very few girls whose families refused initiation.  For now, it 
is significant to note that in Malaika’s account, other life events and influences are 
portrayed as more momentous than her initiation.   
Malaika’s narration continues below after being asked to describe life at Sasema 
and how it impacted her.  Although the perspective she offers adds a dimension of 
critique largely absent in others’ accounts of the school, her viewpoint also adds to the 
consensus around the value of some programmatic aspects at Sasema, albeit with some 
subtle distinctions.  It is worth noting that when Malaika describes welcoming visitors at 
Sasema, she is describing the hospitality business where workshops and meetings are 
held on campus, one of Sasema’s businesses aimed at cultivating students’ skills and 
increasing the school’s self-sufficiency.  On several occasions Malaika was involved in 
hosting a group from the University of Minnesota, of which I and sometimes Judith were 
a part. 
Malaika Part Three:  Schooling at Sasema 
 
Malaika:  Going to school has really helped me because I’m not like before.  
Before, I used to think I couldn’t do anything.  I used to pity myself.  Right now I have 
the ability to be daring, to take risks.  I’m not as shy as I was before.  I used to tell myself 
that I wanted to do business, but I also pitied myself – I used to wonder if I really could 
do it.  But I’ve lost that [doubt] – maybe because I met a lot of different people.  I’m not 
like before.  Right now I really believe in myself. 
Interviewer:  What happened at school that helped you to believe in yourself? 
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Malaika:  First of all, it was just meeting different people.  And something else 
good about the school is being in a huge group [of girls] – because when you’re being in 
a huge group you can talk.  When you’re alone, sometimes you don’t have the confidence 
to speak up.  But at school, you get to be with people, you meet different people, and the 
teachers there were so good.  They knew the backgrounds that we came from; they knew 
how to speak to us.  And they made us feel like normal people, even if we had come from 
low places.   
For example, when I was at Sasema, when my mom was sick, it took me some 
time to accept that that is how she is.  Sometimes I wanted to leave school.  I’d call home 
and ask how she’s doing and they’d say she’s still sick.  And when they told me that, I 
would cry my heart out.  When this happened, I couldn’t really concentrate in class, I 
used to fail a few subjects.  If it was in math, people thought okay, but when it was other 
subjects, people really knew then that something was wrong.  So I used to go to the 
matron and speak to her.  She told me, “Even if you cry, this won’t change your mother.  
If there’s going to be a change, it won’t come from you.  Your mother has a 
responsibility to take her medicine, and you can’t change it even if you’re crying.  This is 
your mother’s decision.” Those words really changed me.  It’s the same with me now.  
But if there’s a situation that I can change, I can make a decision and change it.   
You know what I believe is, it’s better for someone to give me advice, it’s better 
for someone to teach me how to travel on this road alone, don’t just take me there 
because I can’t find my way back – I need to be able to do this myself.  I don’t want 
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people to think for me.  I’ll think for myself.  I may take their advice, but I’ll think for 
myself. 
Another thing that I remember about Sasema that made me really happy is when 
we had visitors.  You know, we were taught kindness.  That meant if the visitors come to 
our school, don’t show sad faces, treat them nicely, be happy, make them feel at home, 
mingle.  I would get happy about that.  When I was at Sasema, all the visitors who came 
– I don’t know how to explain it – they came with their own joy.  Those of us students 
who were chosen to go show them kindness were also so happy because the people we 
were meeting were joyful.   
Interviewer:  How about anything that made you sad there? 
Malaika:  A few of the teachers didn’t have kind words.  You know, the teachers 
knew the conditions of where we had come from, and these conditions didn’t necessarily 
motivate every student to change.  Instead, the thing that could really change you is you 
making the decision yourself that you need to change.  For example, I knew where I 
came from and I knew the condition at home.  So if I wanted to change, I needed to make 
the decision to change.  But don’t force me to change.  So if you make a simple mistake 
in school, just a normal mistake, some people would rub it into your face.  When that 
happened, it was easy to become stubborn and then it became harder to change.  So if you 
were already stubborn, that will add to your stubbornness.  Especially the words – 
sometimes they’d say, “You know, where you come from it’s this way and that way.”  
That really used to hurt me.   
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For example, you go to study in the evening.  Sometimes you may find someone 
doesn’t want to.  This is the reason why:  The school regulations require you to wake up 
very early, you go to class up to 3:30 and break only for ½ an hour before going back in 
the classroom for remedial instruction.  And then it depends on the timetable – maybe 
business clubs, something up until 5, and then back to class to 6.  By that time, you 
haven’t washed or ironed, and sometimes we had problems with water.  So when you’d 
get out of class around 6, you needed to wash and do other things – homework, whatever 
else you didn’t do.  Then at 7 you need to go eat.  So when it would come to 8, you’re 
supposed to go to prep, but you’re exhausted.  My head would be so heavy.  I’d go to 
class for ½ an hour and then sleep on the desk.  If the matron passed by and found you 
sleeping, she’d write your name and then in the morning assembly you’d be shamed for 
not studying.  If you tried to explain to a teacher about your fatigue, the teacher didn’t 
understand you.  Then he’d try to shame you about your background, saying, “You’ve 
come from this poor place and we’re giving you a chance, and you’re just sleeping 
through it!”  He didn’t give you a moment to explain, but he threw it on your face.  Those 
kind of words will make students to become more stubborn.  There were some teachers 
who would speak it to your face.  Others didn’t, but maybe those spoke about it 
elsewhere.  But most of the male teachers weren’t doing that – some of the female 
teachers had more [cruel] words. 
Interviewer:  If you were given a chance to change something from the education 
that you got at Sasema, what would you change? 
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Malaika:  You know, first of all – there’s a time that you need to give a student 
her freedom.  Not so much freedom that they can cross a line – but a little more of a 
chance for a student to explain what she likes and dislikes.  Then the teachers could work 
with us - maybe they didn’t need to assume that we don’t want to study.  We were just a 
bit grown up, and maybe the teachers needed to consider where we’re coming from.  In 
Sasema, we didn’t have the freedom to do that.  There was something called the school 
assembly (for students to voice their concerns) – it used to be every month a long time 
ago, but later it became every six months.  So try to imagine January, February up until 
June – you just keep whatever you think isn’t working inside your heart!   This isn’t 
possible.  If it happened that you needed to speak about it (outside the assembly), they 
wouldn’t listen.  That’s really not good.  During the school assembly, someone will speak 
her heart out, whatever was burning on her chest, she would get it out.  You can explain 
this and this and this isn’t working.  Some of the things that we’d explain to them, they’d 
really go and change them.  But some things they didn’t.  The menu, for example:  We 
asked if it would be possible for the school to change from that meat to something else, 
and they changed it.  But – well, let me remember – something else was the studying 
timetable.  It was from morning until 3:30, so we were all complaining that every time 
after lunch we’d go to class and feel drowsy.  So the people used to find staying awake in 
the last period very difficult . . . . at 2 in the afternoon everyone felt like sleeping and it 
was too hard to listen.  So we asked if it was possible if we could stay in class longer and 
then go out for good when we go for lunch – but they didn’t agree to this.  They didn’t 
agree to some things. 
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There was a time that we did business clubs, but they were only teaching people 
about cookery.  I know that’s because of the environment that we were in (presumably 
meaning the school wasn’t set up to teach a large variety of vocational skills).  But 
sometimes, someone has another skill.  Cooking isn’t really a talent; it is something 
anyone can do.  Someone else might want to do something different depending on her 
talent, and that wasn’t allowed at Sasema. For example, I wanted to become a hair braider 
– but it wasn’t there.  Because if you need capital, you don’t have to get it only from 
cooking, [maybe] others can look for capital through different talents.  But at Sasema, 
they didn’t give us that chance. 
Interviewer:  Let’s talk about Sasema for a little bit longer – can you tell us about 
how you left? 
Malaika:  It was because of my first born.  He had a lot of needs – like schooling.  
He was at the age that he was supposed to be taken to school.  I would go back home and 
find that all the children his age had gone to school except him.  I worried about it but 
didn’t have any support from anyone else.  We had a 2 week holiday, and I wasn’t on 
good terms with his father’s side, so during that time it was hard on me.  I wondered how 
I could go on with my own school when my son wasn’t in school and my mother was 
sick.  I tried speaking to the school management, to say it was so heavy on my heart that 
the time had long passed for my child to go to school.  I tried to meet with the school 
management to explain that he is going to a government school, so I just need a uniform 
and a few things [for him to be able to attend school], but it was too hard to get these 
things for him when I was away at school.  You know at first I spoke to the counselor, 
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and she told me she would talk to the school leadership.  It went on for a year.  I tried for 
a year to explain this to the school management, but didn’t get any positive answers.  The 
answers were the same, and sometimes I was spoken to rudely.  And then some teachers 
came to the class and told students that some students just want to be supported . . . . so I 
figured it was better for me to stop studying and help my child go to school.  Now he’s in 
school. When I brought him to [primary] school, he had to start in kindergarten.  So it’s 
just this year that he is in Standard One, and he’s eight years old.19  
Interviewer:  When you left, how did you feel?   
Malaika:  I really felt bad, because I had wanted to complete my course.  I was in 
Form Three; I left with only 1 year to go.  But it’s because I didn’t have support to 
continue with it.  The choice that I made goes back to my responsibilities: I felt I had no 
other choice.  I was hoping and praying that if I’d completed Form Four, I’d go on to 
Form Six.  I didn’t think I’d fail because I knew I could perform.  
Interviewer:  What would you have wanted to do had you been able to continue? 
Malaika:  I wanted to study business.  Business management, or marketing.   
Interviewer:  So how is life after Sasema? 
Malaika:  You know, life is how you run it.  What I thank God for is the skills that 
I got in Sasema with business.  Even though I have a young baby right now, I still believe 
that I can work.  I can do my activities here and there while taking care of my baby.  It’s 
not like before, when I used to think doing business was so hard.  I wouldn’t know about 
                                                
19	This is relatively old for a child to begin schooling in Tanzania, particularly in an urban or semi-urban 
area.   
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business [without Sasema].  I wouldn’t have the daring that I have now.  But right now I 
don’t have a fear of trying – if it doesn’t work, all right.   
Interviewer: So if you compare yourself with students who have never been in 
Sasema, is there any difference? 
Malaika:  We’re different.  Well, you know that there are some whom God has 
just helped and without Sasema they’re doing well.  But there are others who, well, I 
don’t know how to say it.  We’re all different – depending on how we live our life.  For 
example, I have a friend who’s called Ruti.  She was given a chance.  She was in town 
and she was given a Coca Cola fridge and an umbrella and the place where she was set up 
was a great center for business.  But for some reason she couldn’t run it.  If she had been 
at Sasema, she would have been able to. 
Discussion of Malaika Part Three 
 
 Malaika’s discussion of Sasema reveals and presents evidence for her ambivalent 
perspectives and feelings about the school.  Although she praised Sasema’s teachers as 
knowing how to relate to the young women at the school who came from difficult 
backgrounds, she described how some teachers could occasionally treat students with an 
arrogant harshness that reified class distinctions, which insulted Malaika.  This reveals a 
contrast between most interviewees’ viewpoints, as expressed in Chapters Four, Five and 
Seven.  She credited the business and entrepreneurial education she got as equipping her 
to be able to fend for herself beyond Sasema, but was critical of how prescriptive and 
rigid this instruction was as it was practiced, particularly with regard to time and choice.  
Although she praised the matron as offering her consolation and wisdom, she felt that the 
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counselor had let her down by not advocating for her to the administration.  She 
appreciated that there was a forum in the form of a school assembly for students to offer 
their feedback and acknowledged that the school’s representatives sometimes listened 
and responded, but felt that these assemblies didn’t occur often enough and that there was 
no hospitality toward, or mechanism to, provide feedback between assemblies.  While 
she commended the Sasema community for introducing her to a variety of people and 
cultivating a new confidence and daring in her, she felt that, in the end, they let her down 
by not extending the same care they sought to nurture within and among students to her 
child, whom she regarded as equally worthy of care.  This refusal ultimately came at the 
expense of Malaika’s ability to continue with her schooling.  In short, Malaika’s 
description of her experiences at Sasema suggest that, while it was a valuable program 
for her, there are ways in which the school fell short of some of the ideals it espouses for 
this particular young woman.  Her perspectives highlight how even a program that 
incorporates what scholars identify as promising practices for girls such as those in the 
quality schooling for girls literature, it is unlikely that young women will benefit in 
uniform ways and to the same extent. 
Yet Malaika’s discussion is also a confirmation of Vera’s description of a 
program that aspires to ensure students are left with options when they leave.  For 
although Malaika did not graduate, she feels she has gained significant business skills as 
well as a social and emotional learning that resulted in confidence, bravery and knowing 
how to live in community, all of which she will use in her future.  Yet while Vera’s 
portrayal of how Sasema offers a young woman many options to learn about herself may 
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be true, particularly in comparison to most other schools, Malaika felt that, at least with 
regard to schedule and teachers’ expectations, there existed an element of compulsion 
that exasperated her.  Were Malaika’s expectations of Sasema unrealistic?  Her example 
of them not offering an option to braid hair in business clubs suggests so, for Sasema is 
not a vocational program.  Yet the experiences of other life history interviewees in which 
Sasema stepped in to offer their families support (in one case medicine for a sick parent, 
for example) so students could continue schooling suggest that Malaika’s hopes that 
Sasema would help her son with some basic school supplies were not unfounded.   
I suggest, however, that Malaika’s independence may not have always meshed 
well with teachers and with the culture of the school, and this may have ultimately 
worked against her.  Malaika, who was in her late teens and early 20s when at Sasema, 
describes herself in this way: “I don’t want people to think for me.  I’ll think for myself.”  
This disposition, coupled with her occasional critique of how things were done, may have 
meant that Malaika transgressed some unwritten school norms having to do with how 
students are expected to show gratitude for their schooling opportunities with enthusiastic 
and positive participation.  Malaika’s insistence on thinking for and expressing herself 
may have been interpreted as unwanted resistance on the part of the Sasema staff, and 
possibly contributed to their refusal to help with her son.  Protecting Malaika’s 
confidentiality means that I have not been able to ask Sasema staff about their views of 
her situation, so there is no way for me to verify this analysis.  Yet if my interpretation 
and Malaika’s portrayal of her parting with Sasema are both correct, it is ironic that the 
very spirit of both independence, in the sense that Malaika had opinions that she hoped to 
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express, and interdependence, in the sense that Malaika asked for assistance when she 
needed it, that the school attempted to inculcate in young women were viewed, in 
Malaika’s case, as problematic.  Furthermore, Malaika’s story reveals that although the 
school seeks to empower students, there are ways in which their practices are, in fact, 
experienced as disempowering, at least for some students.  For Malaika, and perhaps 
others, Sasema’s robust programming and intentional community come (and perhaps 
Sasema staff would argue necessarily so) with a certain amount of rigidity that causes 
some to long for, as Malaika stated, “a little freedom”.  This interpretation in which the 
school simultaneously offers students unprecedented learning opportunities while perhaps 
engaging in practices and ways of relating that some students may interpret as stifling is 
well-aligned with previous research DeJaeghere and I (2015) conducted in which Sasema 
students stated they felt the environment was both restrictive and freeing.   
In the final section of Malaikia’s interview, Malaika resumes discussing her life 
beyond Sasema, particularly her relationship with her boyfriend and her future aspirations 
for both her and her children.  There is a moment when our discussion is interrupted by 
her boyfriend himself, and he briefly offers his thoughts on fatherhood.  The section 
concludes with Malaika discussing her views on empowerment and schooling, as well as 
her understanding of the role of religion in her life, which varies greatly from Levina’s.  
Even as Malaika has claimed that she benefitted from the life skills Sasema offered, 
elements of the remainder of Malaika’s life suggest these lessons can be difficult to put 
into practice beyond the school walls.  I therefore invite readers to keep Vera’s 
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descriptions of the aims of Sasema’s life skills curriculum in mind while approaching 
Malaika’s discussion below.   
Malaika Part Four:  Relational, Vocational and Future Aspirations  
 
Interviewer:  Can you tell us more about your life since you last saw Laura?20  
Malaika:  When we last met, I was pregnant with this baby but I didn’t know it.  
So I lived in Kipanga neighborhood, and all my activities I was doing in Kipanga (she 
had a food business at that time) – so after some time, when I realized that I was 
pregnant, I moved to this place.   So I was doing my own business making and selling 
food, but I stopped because of him.  Because of the pregnancy, I couldn’t work like I did 
before.  But by good luck, I got a job when I reached here.  There’s a duka on these 
premises, and I worked at that shop until I had this baby.   
Interviewer:  Tell us a little bit about finding out about your recent pregnancy – 
how far along were you? 
Malaika:  I was 3 months pregnant. 
Interviewer:  Tell me about the father. 
Malaika:  He’s around. 
Interviewer:  Does he help you with child support? 
Malaika:  Yes, he does.  You know, this wasn’t planned, so I’m just thankful to 
God that he supports me with it.  So right now we are just taking care of the baby 
together, and when the baby is a bit older we’ll continue with our own activities and he 
can continue with his support. 
                                                
20 I had last seen Malaika in May of 2014, while this interview was conducted in February of 2015. 
  215 
Interviewer:  Do you live together? 
Malaika:  Before I was pregnant we were living together in Kipanga 
neighborhood, but now I’m here and he comes and goes here.  We quarreled – I’m not so 
sure why we quarreled, maybe because of the pregnancy – I’m not sure.  But we had 
some misunderstandings and I moved to this place. 
Interviewer:  Please tell us about your boyfriend’s future plans.   
Malaika:  For sure I have no idea. 
Interviewer:  Have you ever asked him? 
Malaika:  Yes – and that’s why I told you at this point everyone has to build his or 
her own life – we haven’t planned anything together.  You know if you live with 
someone and he wants a good future for both of you, you kind of talk about it.  But he’s 
not the kind of a person who plans his future.  And so if I want a good life for myself, I 
can’t plan it with him.  I need to plan it on my own.   
Interviewer:  How about taking care of your baby? 
Malaika:  No, he takes care of his baby.  This is his baby, and he brings me food 
and all that – but what he doesn’t do is to say, okay, this is the amount of money I have 
and let’s plan for tomorrow. 
Interviewer:  Have you tried to talk to him about this? 
Malaika:  Yes, I’ve tried, but he doesn’t listen.   
Interviewer:  So you haven’t spoken of marriage? 
Malaika:  No.  Never.  We’re just both trying to make our lives better.  You know 
right now in my mind, I’m not thinking about that.  What I’m thinking about right now is 
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to shoring up my plans.21   I had been building up my plans, but they crumbled a bit, and 
now I need to rebuild them.   
 Interviewer:  Any thoughts of eventually having more children? 
Malaika:  Right now I’m using family planning.  I’m using injections right now.  
And for the long term, I’ll get an implant in my arm.  I can put it in for five years, then 
another one for 10 years.  And if I realize that I never want more children, I can have my 
tubes tied.  But if my condition is good, I can add a child.  But it’s not at all certain, 
because I know when I start building my life it won’t take a short time, it may take a long 
time.  I’m just not sure.  
Interviewer:  What do you enjoy most about being a mother? 
Malaika:  I was alone before.  But right now, I’m with my child, and sometimes if 
I’m angry or something, I can look at my baby and feel happy. 
Interviewer:  How about challenges? 
Malaika:  Sometimes he’s just crying and you don’t know what he wants.  You 
know, you’re taking complete care of another person – everything he needs, to be fed and 
clothed, everything that a whole person needs.   
 “Hodi!  Hodi!”  Malaika’s boyfriend is here.  We briefly pause for greetings and 
Malaika finishes nursing.  The boyfriend takes Benedicto for a walk.  This discussion 
occurs when he returns: 
Interviewer:  Do you like being a father? 
Boyfriend:  Yes. 
                                                
21 Here Malaika used a metaphor “ziba ofa”, which is derived from masonry and means to shore up mortar 
between bricks.   
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Interviewer:  What’s changed after becoming a father?   
Boyfriend:  Something has changed.  When you have a baby, a few things change.  
Having a baby and being single – these are different.  (Laughter.)  Responsibility kicks 
in.  You know, when it’s just the two of you, you can decide to do anything you want to 
do together.  Now there is another person in your life, and you must consider this person.   
So if you’re using money without thinking, you have to change.  You need to become 
frugal.  You need to accommodate this other person.   
Malaika and her boyfriend chat briefly in private, after which her boyfriend leaves. 
Interviewer:  Can you tell us about your pregnancy? 
Malaika:  My health was good.  There was some sickness early on – around 1 ½ 
months until about 4 months.  At the end of my pregnancy there was a way that he had 
positioned himself so I couldn’t walk properly – it was hard to walk.  It was a little bit 
difficult – you know if you haven’t planned this, you don’t start planning until you realize 
that you’re pregnant.  The good thing is that I moved and got this job and so that way I 
was able to comfortably plan for having this baby.   I’ve kept some savings so right now I 
can stay without working for a while.   
Interviewer:  What did you think when you first saw Benedicto? 
Malaika:  (Laughter.)  I don’t know what to say.  When you look at your baby, 
it’s a joy.   
Interviewer:  Are you close to your older son? 
Malaika:  Yes, and if anything is going on with him we always talk about it.  If 
anything troubling happens to him, because we are close, he’ll always tell me.   
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Interviewer:  And what kind of a future do you imagine for your children? 
Malaika:  Hmmmm…I just want to see them without bad behavior.  I just want 
them to have good character.   
Interviewer:  When you say you don’t want them to have bad behavior, what do 
you mean? 
Malaika:  To be a thief, to do drugs.  I just want them to be understanding 
children, I want them to listen to me. 
Interviewer:  What will you do to ensure they don’t get bad habits? 
Malaika:  Well – that’s a challenge.  If you find someone who’s not smoking 
weed, he’s smoking cigarettes – I’m just not sure what I’ll do.  Maybe - because most 
children who are religious have good manners, or perhaps they just hide the bad things 
they do – but maybe I’ll help them by going to church.  But if you say that I’ll control 
what they do, well, I don’t think that’s really possible. 
Interviewer:  You said you want to bring up your children with religion.  Right 
now in your life, is religion important to you? 
Malaika:  You know – when you get any kind of problem, you need to go to God.  
It’s the same as a mother – if there’s a problem you say, “Dear mother!”  You ask for 
your mother, not your aunt or someone else.  It’s the same with God – you ask God, and 
God helps.  The other thing I’ll do with my children, it’s not just to ask them to be on 
God’s path, but to keep them close to me. 
Interviewer:  You told us that you’re going to return to work at the shop, and that 
soon you want to do your own business. What business? 
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Malaika:  Where I am living right now, for the time that I’ve been here – almost 
six months – I’ve seen a lot of opportunities.  For example, we don’t have women’s hair 
salons.  There’s no salon, there’s not a lot of businesses, because I’m sure on your way 
here you just saw some small kiosks, but we don’t have other businesses.  Also, there are 
no clothing boutiques – if you need anything like that, you have to go all the way to town.  
And I don’t mean to another section of this neighborhood – I mean the town completely.  
We don’t have pharmacies here, either.  But I will probably start a hair salon, because I 
already know how to braid hair.  I have my plans all worked out.  I planned ahead before 
giving birth to go back to work in the shop for three more months [after the baby’s birth] 
so that I can accumulate my capital [to start my business].  I’ll work together with my 
baby in the shop. 
Interviewer:  In life we sometimes would like to be like someone we’ve seen for 
different reasons – in English we call this person a role model.  Do you have one in your 
life? 
Malaika:  For example, here I really like the lady that you found holding my baby 
outside.  This lady is married, completely officially married, not in a common-law 
arrangement.  But her life is like she’s not really married.  Because most women, once 
they’re married, they don’t feel they need to work.  But for her, she’s married and you 
can see that out there she has a small business and she is also a tailor.  So she’s running 
three different things:  Being married, having her kiosk business and tailoring.  And on 
top of that, they’ve built their own house together.  You know what they say:  If you 
depend on yourself as a woman, a guy respects you because he knows that even if you 
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aren’t together, you could still make it.  So this makes life’s stress go down.   Another 
person I really like is Mama Salma Kikwete (wife of now former President Kikwete of 
Tanzania).  She doesn’t look like she’s just sitting there being complacent – she does her 
own activities in spite of her husband being the president.  She has her own activities.  
Interviewer:  What hopes do you have for your future life? 
Malaika:  I’m putting all my hopes in business.22  I think after this episode 
[having had a second child while not having planned to become pregnant], I will build 
my life.  I have a lot of plans, and I have people who support me and who care for me.  
And I mean people who support my ideas.  So it’s better for someone to give you skills 
more than money – if someone has money but no skills, they’ll just use the money for 
something else.   
Interviewer:  You said you have people who support you . . .  
Malaika:  There’s this person that I said I’m going to work for, for 3 months.  
This person has supported me also by being allowed to live in this house.  Rent is 
deducted from my salary.  So even if I had capital right now, then the lady I told you 
about, outside, she’s the kind of lady who would tell me that even if I have the money I 
should do this or this – and I trust her because she has been doing business a long time. 
Interviewer:  When we talk about empowerment, what do you understand that to 
mean?   
Malaika:  Empowerment is an activity that is done to help move a person from a 
lower level to a higher level. 
                                                
22 In her first interview in 2012, Malaika stated that she had originally wanted to become a lawyer, although 
those aspirations were already transforming toward business at that time. 
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Interviewer:  What can be done for this movement to happen? 
Malaika:  It depends – there could be money or there could be ideas.     
Interviewer:  So, for example, do you think you were empowered at all by 
Sasema? 
Malaika:  Yes.  It helped me have business experience.  I’m planning on returning 
to work in the shop next week, and after one month, because there’s group savings every 
month, so once it’s my turn to receive the group savings, I’ll start group savings.  We 
save two thousand per day, 14 thousand per week.  We are five in the group.  We 
contribute every few days.  You know, what I take away from Sasema isn’t classroom 
theories, it’s the practical knowledge that I gained outside of class in things like business 
clubs, like how to talk to customers. And at Sasema we were taught was that if there is 
something that we want to do – don’t be scared to do it, just dare to do it, to try to avoid 
negative thoughts.  These are the things I mostly use.   
Conclusion 
 
 This final passage reveals several points of departure with Malaika’s life as it is 
lived and that of the idealized version of the Sasema student whose holistic education has 
empowered her with knowledge, skills and agency.  Nevertheless, although she finds 
herself in less than ideal circumstances, there are ways in which Malaika’s 
improvisational approach to continuing her life on her own terms is also well-aligned 
with notions of empowered young Tanzanian women in circulation at Sasema.  In 
particular, her approach to and understandings of her relationship with her boyfriend, as 
well as her future, offer evidence for each.    
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Shortly after she discovered she was pregnant, which was not planned, Malaika 
and her boyfriend quarreled, resulting in Malaika moving to a new neighborhood.  Earlier 
in her life history narration, Malaika had described how undertaking a move to a new 
neighborhood allows her to begin anew: “So in order for me to let go of something, I 
need to leave the area where it happened and move on. . .  If I leave an area where 
something horrible happened, this makes it easier.” Although Malaika does not provide 
much information about their misunderstanding, her expressed lack of enthusiasm for her 
boyfriend and the possibility of a future together are striking.  While Malaika’s 
unplanned pregnancy is antithetical to the ideals of Sasema’s life skills education, 
particularly the sex education offered within life skills, Malaika’s moves toward ensuring 
the well-being of her and her child through the use of reliable family planning, saving and 
a geographic and symbolic move toward self-determination through finding a job in a 
new neighborhood are consistent with the teachings at Sasema.  As soon as she arrives in 
her new neighborhood, she conducts a market scan to determine where her skills align 
with unoffered services.  She plans for her future by saving as soon as she knows she is 
pregnant and having clear investment goals.  Savings programs and market scans were 
two strongly emphasized elements of Sasema’s financial and entrepreneurial training, 
which, in an affirmation of those scholars’ views that supplementary curricula are critical 
for young women in the Global South, Malaika considers the most valuable aspect of her 
schooling.  She connects herself with another woman whose independence and business 
savvy she admires, who then offers her work with both monetary payment and rent 
reduction.  While she appreciates this new neighbor’s mentorship and friendship and her 
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boyfriend’s financial support, it is clear that Malaika is making every effort to depend on 
herself.    
Malaika’s view of religion is slightly more instrumental and less relational than 
Levina’s insofar as she views religion as predominately a way to help her children.  Like 
Levina, however, Malaika’s view notes a connection between morality and religion, and 
views God as offering some source of strength in her troubles.  She does not, however, 
seem to derive a sense of agency from spirituality – religion will be a way for her to keep 
her children close to her, the person she is more sure she can trust. 
 Although Malaika’s narration of her life history ends on a positive note 
anticipating the launching a new business with the skills and daring she attributes to 
Sasema, a pallor of sadness and uncertainty remains. I suggest Malaika’s quest for 
independence may rather ironically be related to this melancholy:  My sense is that 
Malaika feels she does not quite belong anywhere, or to anyone.  I have drawn this 
conclusion due to the unsettled nature of her relationship with her boyfriend, how she 
was unable to complete Form Three at Sasema and how she is now living in her third 
neighborhood in Mankwe.  Her statement about her son, Benedicto, offers further 
evidence: “I was alone before.  But right now, I’m with my child, and sometimes if I’m 
angry or something, I can look at my baby and feel happy.” Malaika feels she must 
contend with what life has offered her alone, and although she manages well, an 
underlying current of loneliness and discontentment remains. Drawing on the notions of 
ubuntu and ujamaa, being so alone strongly suggests a truncated notion of self and well-
being, which Malaika seems to exhibit.  And while Malaika has knowledge and skills, is 
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decisive and exerts agency, this agency is merely effective and not what Kabeer would 
term as transformatory (Kabeer, 1999).  Thus, the extent to which Malaika has been, or is 
being, empowered remains debatable.  In the end, Malaika’s life history illuminates the 
need for both independence and interdependence, adding to an emerging portrait of what 
empowerment means for young women in Tanzania. 
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Chapter Seven:  Beatrice 
 
Perhaps more than any other young woman in this dissertation, Beatrice’s life 
story demonstrates the possibilities schooling holds to significantly alter a young 
woman’s life trajectory in Tanzania.  After Beatrice’s father dies, plunging her family 
into poverty, she is forced to leave primary school.  Beatrice and her mother then pin all 
hope for better lives on securing schooling for Beatrice, which she pursues with an 
extraordinary hunger and to the exclusion of other life options, particularly relationships 
with boys or men.  Her resulting life history, and the role education plays in it, acts as an 
exemplar of the standard narrative of education and female empowerment as explored in 
Chapter Two.  Furthermore, it reveals choices that are inherent in pursuing schooling for 
young women in Tanzania, choices which others may view as opportunity costs too high 
to bear.  Yet Beatrice’s identity, created and bolstered by a protective family, enables her 
to stay the course even when she is the only young woman in her neighborhood to do so.  
As with Levina and Malaika, the way in which her life story unfolds upon finding her 
way back to school at Sasema, as well as the perspectives she offers, add complexity and 
contrast to themes germane to my research questions.  These themes, explored in 
analytical sections interspersing interview text, include vulnerability, life aspirations, 
conceptualizations of agency and empowerment, the importance of family and social 
relationships, religion, ethnicity, perspectives on sexual relationships, the value of 
schooling in general and of Sasema in particular.  
This chapter presents Beatrice’s life history told over time and from two 
perspectives.  In a departure from Levina and Malaika’s chapters, this account also 
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presents excerpts from three earlier interviews collected as part of the evaluation of 
financial and entrepreneurial training in order for readers to get a more complete sense of 
Beatrice’s experiences and perceptions.  In total, this chapter draws on seven interviews 
with Beatrice, as well as one with her mother, which were conducted at Sasema, at her 
family home, in a hotel garden and over the phone.  The chapter begins with her mother’s 
perspective on Beatrice’s life, which allows readers to appreciate the family support 
Beatrice has benefitted from as well as understand Beatrice’s earliest years and how her 
family perceived her as naturally inclined toward learning.  This is followed by three 
brief excerpts from early, evaluation-related interviews with Beatrice at Sasema that first 
established our acquaintance.  These chronological excerpts establish Beatrice’s zeal for 
learning and enable me to show how her perspectives both develop and remain consistent 
over time. The remainder of the chapter is drawn from four extensive interviews in which 
Beatrice recounted her life history to me and my colleague Judith.   
Beatrice’s Mother’s Perspective 
 
Mother:  What I remember about Beatrice is how, when she was tiny and hadn’t 
yet started school, she used to kneel next to me to watch what I was doing, how I cooked, 
how I sliced tomatoes – everything that I did.  Once I put rice on the stove and went to 
fetch water.  I hadn’t expected to stay very long, I thought I’d come back quickly and 
finish cooking.  But when I got to the tap, there was a huge line for water.  At that time 
she was tiny, but I’d left her alone.  When I returned, the rice was cooked and taken off 
the stove.  I thought for sure this rice wasn’t cooked by Beatrice, because this child is too 
young.  But I put my spoon in the rice and it was perfect!  That’s one thing I really 
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remember about her.  When Beatrice’s father was alive, he used to say, “Mother – look 
closely at our child.”  I used to ask myself why he was always asking me to observe her.  
Why was he always going on about observing this child?  But I eventually realized 
something that my husband had always known, that Beatrice is an intelligent child.  Yes.  
Her father was a business man – he used to sell spare parts for cars.  When he was 
dying, they realized that he had very low blood pressure that couldn’t be controlled.  We 
took him to the hospital for medication, and he was admitted for five days, but he died.  I 
remember he died on a Sunday.  When my companion died, life became so hard because 
the only thing I could provide for my kids was food.  I used to work so that my children 
wouldn’t go to sleep hungry, but I couldn’t manage to make enough to take them to 
school.  That’s why I’m so thankful for Sasema, because Beatrice used to cry about 
school all the time, and they helped.   
Beatrice always loved school.  After her father died, she used to stand outside 
watching her friends going off to school, and she’d sit down and cry.  But the person who 
had provided her school fees wasn’t there anymore, and I didn’t have any means of 
helping.  Oh, I used to feel so much pain, so much bitterness about it.  But I didn’t say 
anything, even until today.  Hearing me say it now, maybe she didn’t even know how I 
felt about this.  I used to say to myself, “What will I do with this child?”  We stayed like 
for a while.  But you know what people say, God is amazing.  The Sasema people came 
to help us.  Once she started school at Sasema, the difference I saw in her is education –I 
realized she’d been led well there, and she’d been directed on the right path.   
Interviewer:  What kind of life do you want for Beatrice in the future?   
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Mother:   I’ll continue praying to my God day and night so that my child can do 
really well.  She should continue the way she’s going, so she can follow the road that 
God has aligned for her.  I didn’t know that she would be able to go back to school, it is 
God alone who works these miracles.  So my prayer is that she should continue studying.  
It doesn’t matter where she reaches, I’ll always thank God for whatever progress she 
makes.  I don’t want to see my child fall back.  I want to see her be developed, to 
progress.  It makes my spirit happy to think about Beatrice becoming a teacher.  I’m 
already happy in my heart.  In my heart, I want my child to get an education.   
Beatrice’s Historical Perspectives 
Beatrice in 2012 
(Here Beatrice is describing her life before Sasema.)  There were a lot of difficulties.  I 
remember it was Christmas day—you know in the streets, people have prepared tasty 
food, and at home there was nothing, just ugali.  I thought to myself, should I buy rice?  I 
said no, maybe I’ll get a problem at school.  At the holiday time at home, sometimes they 
run out of kerosene and I have to study and I was hesitating to use it.  I was struggling 
with that situation until the day before school:  I had no soap and no bus fare. I thought to 
myself and I said, “Okay, I’ll go to my neighbors’ house and I got a job to wash some 
utensils and clean clothes”.  She gave me 5000 shillings, but that money wasn’t enough 
for what I needed.  I said okay, I have to go to school.  And the matron gave me some 
soap. 
Interviewer:  What kind of future life do you imagine for yourself? 
Beatrice:  I’m thinking of a good life that will support my mother to live a good 
life the way I live [at Sasema], and also to support those who are unable to support 
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themselves. . . I would like to have my own house.  Second, it’s not only a house; I’d like 
to have sufficient income.  And that money will be able to support my children for school 
fees for a good education the way I’m getting it here.  Also there are those orphans who 
don’t have parents, street children. 
I have to be very careful to keep away from young men who have been pursuing 
students.  If I involve myself in those things . . . then I could pregnant and not continue in 
my studies so that means my future would not be as I had planned . . . For me, if a boy 
may come to date me, I will tell him, you have to wait if you love me if I finish school. . . 
My husband is school. 
Beatrice in 2013 
(Here Beatrice is describing her activities in the past year.)  I have a business, though my 
teachers don’t know it:  I sell pens and razor blades.  I don’t tell them because they don’t 
like these businesses in school.  But I don’t think that it would be a problem [if they were 
to find out], because if I’m caught I’ll just tell them that I’m practicing the things that 
they’ve taught me, and before I started this business I did some research. (This is in 
reference to how she was taught to conduct market scans to know what products are most 
likely to sell.)  Here at Sasema we’re provided with Speedo pens, but students don’t like 
these pens.  So I went and bought Obama Smoothline pens . . . And business is good.  
(Everyone laughs.)   
I thought about it, and I discovered that so many people are in need of these types 
of pens.  We’re not allowed to go outside of the school, so I requested that one of the 
school guards bring them to me.  Once it was supper time at the canteen, I announced [to 
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other students] that I am selling the pens. (Laughing.)  And then from that day, everyone 
was coming to me.  I don’t roam about selling them – all the students know that I’m the 
one who sells these.  And also, personally, I’ll take one and I’ll pay money for it 
(suggesting she’s keeping inventory and doing accounting as taught by entrepreneurship 
and business clubs).  It’s not something that takes my time. I always go to class with 
about 10 or 20 pens in my bag, and you’ll find people in need of them or some other 
colleagues from other classes will come to me to buy. . . . They are happy, because they 
don’t like Speedo pens. 
Interviewer:  What support have you had this past year as you work toward your 
goals? 
Beatrice:  I think the support from this school, I’m getting an education, this one 
of entrepreneurship skills, and the business clubs, both have helped me because now I 
know how to keep money.  And there at home . . . my mom has been insisting that I study 
well, and I’ve had this spirit of studying.  . . I feel it’s an important thing, especially 
taking into consideration the environment I’m coming from.  If I take a picture of my 
home place, my mom didn’t get to go to school, and given the way she’s insisting that I 
go, I can really see the importance.  If you see someone who didn’t get that chance really 
insisting, you know that it’s important. . .  I know that if I succeed, I will support my 
mom and the rest of my family in need of my support. 
Beatrice in 2014   
(Here Beatrice is describing her goals.)  My main goal is to continue with my studies, 
and if I succeed with my studies and I have a job, I would also like to help my [mother].  
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For me, myself, because I still have determination to study, I can do it.  [My examination 
results] weren’t so good, they were results that I didn’t expect, but they weren’t so bad.  
These results can support me in going anywhere.  I’ve decided to go to college.  Teaching 
college, agriculture – I applied for those two colleges.  [Sasema] has helped me a lot.  
The education that I got . . . has helped me to know myself and to know how life is 
currently, how someone should live and succeed – it has helped me to a large extent. 
Interviewer:  What would have happened if you wouldn’t have had that 
knowledge? 
Beatrice:  Oh! (Laughter.) I’d have fatherless children! 
Discussion of Beatrice’s Mother and Beatrice’s Historical Perspectives 
 
 A picture of Beatrice as a curious, studious, disciplined and ambitious young 
woman emerges in these interview passages.  The material hardships she endures 
following the death of her father are ameliorated, in part, by the presence of a supportive, 
loving mother.  Beatrice and her mother alike focus their attention, hopes and ambitions 
for Beatrice’s future on her ability to secure an education.  In this way, the opportunity to 
attend Sasema is regarded as a divine gift, and the esteem she holds it in is demonstrated 
by her story of choosing ugali over rice for Christmas in order to return to Sasema. Twice 
in these excerpts, Beatrice pluckily uses entrepreneurship as a means of moving toward 
greater financial security when there are few other options, first with washing dishes for 
her neighbor in order to return to school, and then by selling pens, however illicitly, while 
at Sasema.  Her aspiration to help her family is repeated consistently, and her ability to do 
so seems to grow along with her Sasema vocational and business education, which she 
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values.  Beatrice also claims to have learned about herself, and how to live from Sasema.  
In a telling detail, she notes a school guard helped her get Obama pens, confirming how 
all adults at Sasema, not just teachers, take active roles in students’ lives, although in this 
example not necessarily in a way school officials would have approved of had they 
known.  Beatrice positions relationships with boys as traps that threaten to derail her 
future, stating she’d now have “fatherless children” had she not returned to school.  For 
Beatrice, school and boys are antithetical, and, at least for now, her devotion resides 
squarely with her education.  In Beatrice’s life history below, recounted to us while she 
completed her teacher training, these themes are continued and given greater shape and 
texture, and her quest to remain single as she pursues her education grows more difficult. 
Beatrice Part One:  Childhood 
 
Beatrice:  My name is Beatrice.  In my family there are three children.  As a child, 
I lived with my mom and dad, but my sister and brother lived in Iringa with my 
grandmother.  We used to live in Iringa before coming here.  My dad used to work here 
in this town, so he came and brought us here.  But my grandmother said, “I love my 
grandchildren, I want to stay with them.”  So my sister and brother were left with my 
grandmother, and I came this way and was schooled here.  After some time my dad 
brought them here, too and we all continued with school.   
Something I really liked in school was English because my dad used to teach me.  
He used to give me questions and correct the questions.  He would give me questions in 
the evening and I’d do them, and before he would go to work in the morning he would 
mark my questions.  When he came back, we’d do the same thing.  And he would give 
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me dictation – he would read and I’d have to write.  If he realized that I was writing 
something well, we’d move on to spelling.  He’d ask me to spell chair, for example.  That 
really helped me in English.   
Something else – when I was young and I needed something, I wouldn’t stop until 
I got it, especially the things that I was sent from school.  For example, sometimes I 
would lose the slasher (for cutting grass, similar to a scythe) at school and so my father 
stopped letting me take a slasher.  But then I would cry and cry and cry until he gave me 
another so that I could go to school.23  I also used to be a competitive kid.  For example, 
if we used to do an examination and someone got higher marks than me, I got really hurt.  
I would come home and study hard so that I would pass higher than someone.     
But after my father’s death, when I was 11, life became hard.  My brother and 
sister were taken by my relatives who pretended they were going to take them to school.  
But even right now, when I speak to them, they tell me they’re not at school, they’re just 
at home farming.  When my dad was alive, the relatives would visit us all the time.  But 
after my dad’s death, they don’t come anymore.  Life was so hard.  There reached a time 
when my mom had no money to pay for my school fees, so I dropped out of school.   
There was a boy in my home area who wanted to marry me.  But at that time I 
was very young, and I told him, “No – I want to go to school.”  And he said, “Hey, leave 
these stories about school.  I’ll give you clothes, money, anything you need – you’ll never 
get a problem.”  I told him, “I need to go to school, and so if you really love me let’s go 
home and you can meet my mom.  And if you meet her, don’t expect to marry me now; 
                                                
23 Primary school children in Tanzania are required to take care of the school environment in order to study; 
not having a slasher at school could mean she wouldn’t be allowed in class. 
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you’ll have to wait.  If you’re a real man, you’ll pay for my school fees, and that way I’ll 
know I have a man who loves me.”  When I told him that, he left and never returned.  I 
still see him.  He has a wife and three kids.   
My mom surely struggled, going to people’s houses to do work there – going in 
the morning, coming in the evening.  I used to see my mom really scrambling at home – 
she would go to farm, and during this time there was so much sun, my mom used to 
gather nuts and put them in shops so that we could eat.  One day I told my mom that I 
wanted to go work.  My mom said I was so young, where could I work, who would give 
work to me?  So I told my mom that I could be a house girl.  And her words to me were 
that I was too young – I wasn’t supposed to be a house girl, I was supposed to be a 
student.  But I told my mom, “Why are you talking about school when you can’t take me 
to school?”  And my mom said, “I don’t have money now, but once I do, you’ll go to 
school.”  I knew my mom was saying that to comfort me, but also I knew she had no 
means to get the money necessary for me to go to school.  At that point, my mom was 
also going to work in someone’s house – she cleaned, washed, cleaned the floor – in the 
evening she came home.  At the end of the month, she was paid and I would go visit my 
aunt.   
My aunt had a neighbor who I went to see and asked for a job, although my mom 
didn’t know that I had gone to look for a job.  The lady asked me whether my mom knew 
I was there, and I lied and said yes.  She said, “You’re not in school – why?”  And I said, 
“Well, it’s just like that.”  So we agreed together that the next day I would start work.  
When I got home, I told my mom and she was so surprised.  She wasn’t happy about it, 
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but she reluctantly agreed.  She only said yes because of the problems we had at home.  
She told me, “I really want you to go back to go to school, and this job isn’t what you’re 
doing for the rest of your life.  I want you to go back to school.”  I agreed.  I would often 
think about school while I was working there.  I encouraged myself, thinking how I had a 
mother who wanted me to go back to school.   
I continued working at this lady’s house, but she didn’t want me to go home – she 
wanted me to live in that house.  Although we’d agreed with what I was supposed to be 
doing, sweeping and mopping, she added work like dishes and washing while leaving it 
at the same salary.  I had started living there, but it eventually reached a point that she 
didn’t even want me to go to church.  Also she just paid me for the first month; for the 
rest of the months I wasn’t getting paid.  When my mom realized that I wasn’t sending 
any money home and I wasn’t coming home, she came to check on me.  When she came, 
the lady was at church so I could explain everything that was happening to me.  My mom 
said, “This is the end.  You’re coming home with me today.”  And I agreed.   
When the lady came from church, she found me with my mom at home there.  
She pretended then to be a good woman, cheerful, and not the one who used to be so 
fussy and angry with me.  She pretended that she really cared for me.  My mom told her, 
“I came to take her, I’m taking her home.”  And the woman asked, “Oh, why are you 
taking her?  She’s working well and I want to pay the money that I owe her.”  She 
continued saying that she was just waiting to pay me until a time that I would go visit my 
home.  But my mom said, “No problem – I’m just here to take her.”  So the woman gave 
me the money for three months and we left.  My mom said, “With this money, we need to 
  236 
invest it in some business so we don’t lose all of it.”  So we started making groundnuts 
and taking them to the shops.  But one week after that, we heard about Sasema.   
Discussion of Beatrice Part One 
 
Although Levina and Malaika’s families were certainly supportive of schooling, 
stories from Beatrice’s early years portray a family offering their daughter an 
unparalleled amount of encouragement.  The story of Beatrice’s father teaching her 
English and correcting her exercises before and after work, for example, offers the sole 
example in this study of a parent directly teaching a daughter academic knowledge.  This 
scene in which the pedagogies of dictation and exercise correction are used strongly 
suggests Beatrice’s father may have attended some amount of formal schooling, making 
him one of the few, if not only, parents to do so in the life history sample.  The 
investment of time and attention in teaching Beatrice suggests her father intended, 
beyond simply teaching Beatrice English, to inculcate a favorable disposition toward 
learning and school itself in his daughter.  Beatrice’s stories of being competitive with 
classmates and pleading for another slasher so she could attend primary school suggests 
the intended disposition toward her education is something she readily took up.   
It is cruelly ironic, then, that when her father dies suddenly, Beatrice’s mother is 
left without the means to continue sending her to school.  Furthermore, the way 
Beatrice’s mother quickly scrabbles together several low paying ventures, including 
agriculture and domestic work, in an attempt to feed her family suggests that she may not 
have worked previously or been able to attend school herself, which would not have been 
uncommon.  Thus although Beatrice’s family, like Levina’s and Malaika’s, had 
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transitioned away from sole reliance on subsistence farming toward a combination of 
business ventures that they hoped would offer more secure livelihoods, the death of 
Beatrice’s father – who it seems had attended school and become the sole earner for their 
family by doing business – quickly derailed this transition.  The lack of any notable 
assistance from extended family, who may serve as a kind of insurance policy in times of 
need in Tanzania, is as striking as Beatrice and her mother’s sudden descent into 
insecurity.  This theme of family not reliably offering support during times of crisis is 
consistent with elements of both Levina and Malaika’s story, and continues in the next 
section.   
When Beatrice feels she has no other choice but to find work as a domestic 
laborer, she does so against her mother’s wishes and consoles herself that she has a 
mother who is supportive of her educational aspirations.  Similar to an episode of 
Malaika’s life history, Beatrice’s employer withheld her earnings, underscoring the 
relative powerlessness of young women working informally as domestic laborers.  Like 
extended family failing to aid its most vulnerable members, this event calls into question 
the prevalence and efficacy of ujamaa and ubuntu as it is lived in Tanzania today.  Yet 
Beatrice is right to have been consoled with thoughts of her mother, who realizes her 
daughter may be being exploited and goes to investigate.  And although she has no 
greater financial security to offer her, Beatrice’s mother decisively brings her home.   
The next section of Beatrice’s life history offers some evidence for the existence 
and importance of ujamaa as it describes how she comes to study at Sasema.  Beatrice 
also discusses how exceptional it is for a young woman to pursue education is in her 
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neighborhood of Tembelea, where community norms direct young women to marriage 
and family earlier than Beatrice’s family would like.  This discussion reveals Beatrice’s 
perspective on initiation, or ngoma, and how she and her family have cultivated their 
identities in opposition to this practice and the values they perceive it standing for, 
illuminating contested notions of femininity, modernity and the role of schooling. 
Beatrice Part Two:  Setting Herself Apart 
 
Beatrice:  We went to church and there was an announcement about Sasema – 
they were looking for candidates, girls who had no other means to go to school or who 
had dropped out.  When I heard this, I went straight to my aunt’s place and told her about 
it.  I think she thought that I just wanted to disturb her, to ask her for help, or for school 
fees, bus fare, uniforms, all of that.  I believe that one thing she really didn’t want was to 
spend any money on me.  So she crushed my idea and continued doing whatever she was 
doing.  Then I went back and told my mom, who said, “This is really good!  You never 
know, you might be lucky with this one!  Go ask and then come and tell me.”   
The next day, I went to the priest’s house, and I introduced myself and explained 
everything.  He asked me, “Why does your aunt look like she has all this money – here at 
church she gives so much offering, even two bags!  How come she doesn’t take you to 
school?”  I told him I didn’t know and that sometimes when I come to church, she 
doesn’t even give me money for offering.24  The priest thought about it for a while, then 
he told me to go to a ward office where they were giving out forms for registration.   
                                                
24 It’s a privilege to bring offering to church and shameful if you don’t contribute because of the public 
nature of giving at the front of the church.   
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I went back home and I told my mom.  At that time I didn’t even have a single 
cent for bus fare, so I woke up early in the morning, around six, and I started walking on 
foot.  I got there around eleven, and they told me: “Oh you’re late.  They did the 
interviews yesterday.”  But I found another teacher there and he told me, “Don’t worry 
about it – there are three others who haven’t sat for the exam.  You come back and do the 
exam tomorrow.”  So the next day I woke up early again and did the same, got there and 
did my examination and went home.  But before I went back, they asked me for my 
phone number.  No one at home had a phone; I gave them my neighbor’s number.  After 
two weeks, my neighbor got a phone call.  He told me that someone called me, and he 
kept credit on his phone so that I could call the school back.  They told me I had passed 
the examination, and to prepare myself to go back to school.  I remember they told us the 
day we were going to start – the 21st of July.  We started school on that day. 
I used to get up quite early and go up to the tarmac road and get on the bus and go 
to school.  At that time it was a day school, but I thank God I had the will to study.  I used 
to be number one in class, until we completed primary school I was number one.  So I got 
into Sasema, and when we got to Sasema that’s when we got into boarding school – this 
is Form One now.  When you go to secondary school it was a little bit of a problem 
because everything was in English.  Then I was number three or four, but always in the 
top ten.   
When I was in Form One, I was thinking I should study very hard so that I can 
become someone who works with computers.  I really liked computers.  Most of the time, 
when they asked me what I wanted to be, I would say that.  Then after some time, after I 
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went to Form Three, my mind changed and I started wanting to become a teacher.  When 
I used to come back home on holidays, I would find a six or seven year old hanging out 
on the street, not going to school.  I thought to myself, if I become a teacher I’d help 
these kids.  I’d start a classroom, a tuition class, just to help them.  That’s what made me 
think about becoming a teacher up until this moment.   
Interviewer:  In your neighborhood, in Tembelea, are there a lot of girls who have 
gone to school, or just a few?  What’s normal in your neighborhood? 
Beatrice:  Where I live, girls always get married and don’t go to school.  You find 
someone who’s been lucky enough to be taken to school by their parents, completed 
Form Four, and they still just get married.  So that education didn’t save her.  Others just 
complete Standard Seven and get married.  You know, where I live, just next door, 
there’s a girl who was in Standard Six – the father isn’t that well off, but he’s better off.  
They have a house and there are rooms in that house that are rented out.  There was a boy 
living in that house that wanted to marry her, so the parents took her out of school and 
they got married.  In Tembelea, people say that the girls get married or have babies, very 
few go to school.   
Another example was last year, I had the opportunity to register students who 
wanted to go back to school.  It was the counselor and me -- we went from house to 
house in Tembelea looking for those who were living in harsh conditions but still wanted 
to go to school.  A big percentage of the girls who had completed Form Four just wanted 
to get married – they didn’t want to go back to school.  You know, the thing is they just 
want to get married.  You may find someone who’s completed Form Four, and if you tell 
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her to re-sit the examinations or repeat school, she doesn’t want to hear that.  She just 
wants to continue.  But how will you do that if you failed Form Four?  On my street, girls 
my age have babies or are married.   
Interviewer:  What do you think made you different? 
Beatrice:  You know, it’s my parental upbringing.  If it weren’t for my parents’ 
example, maybe I would have copied some of this behavior.  For example, in Tembelea, 
if a girl gets her period, they have an ngoma from evening until the morning.  So you’ll 
find that girls will not sleep at all that night, they’ll be up all night.  There are many other 
different people there who are drunk, so the whole night you’ll find a girl dancing with 
boys and she’ll copy any kind of habits from the rest of those drunken people.  For us at 
home, since the time my dad was alive, even if there was an ngoma in the house right 
next to us, he would never allow us to go.  We were only allowed to go to those few 
gatherings that my dad approved of, and we could go for a few hours and then come 
back, but never sleep there.  When I was young, I used to think that my dad – ah – what’s 
wrong with him?  This is my right (to go to gatherings or an ngoma).  But I didn’t know 
that he was helping me to such a big extent.  You know, in our house when it reaches six 
in the evening, it doesn’t matter how old you are, when it reaches six you have to be 
home.  And my dad used to tell any family who was visiting that if they couldn’t obey 
this rule, they could go back to their grandmother.  So that rule we understood.  Those 
were the rules.  So even right now, that’s what I do.   
I once asked them why I couldn’t go for the ngoma, and they answered because 
Tembelea is famous for women with very bad manners, although not all women.  Then 
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one day they gave an example: “If you’re not a thief, but you walk around with thieves, 
you’ll also become one.”  So I asked them, “What do you mean?”  “You know, look 
around you – you see young kids with babies.”  I remember another day I asked my mom 
why they are so young and have babies.  She said, “These were the kids who didn’t obey 
their parents.  So if I let you go to the ngoma and these kinds of things, you’ll just 
become like them because I know, at your age, anyone who you’ll find as a friend around 
here is definitely someone’s wife or has a child, and what will you learn from this 
person?  The best thing is to have a friend who is also in school like you.”  So my friends 
aren’t from around here, they’re from other areas and sometimes I go visit them.  The rest 
of the girls in Tembelea thought we were different, too.  They used to tell us, “You’re not 
supposed to stay here, you’re different, your values are different.”  We could meet them 
and they’d say that.  I’d ask why and they’d say it’s just the way we live our lives.   
My mom also told me that when you have a relationship when you’re young, 
you’ll never achieve your goals.  Men lie nowadays – they’ll get you pregnant and 
abandon you.  She told me that not everyone who tells me that he loves me means it – 
some of them like me because I’m at my mother’s house, but once they get what they 
want or get me pregnant, they’ll run.  So a big percentage of them are liars or waharibifu 
(destroyers).  That’s what my mom told me.   
Let me give you an example of a girl who is our neighbor.  She used to live in 
Tembelea, but she desired money.  She was living in a difficult environment, but not so 
difficult that she couldn’t sell oranges or something to make money.  But she didn’t want 
to hustle for money, so she used to prostitute herself at night.  She went out at night and 
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would come back in the morning with money.  She does that up until this moment.  She 
lives with the mother, but the father in that house is a step-dad.  And also these parents 
aren’t well educated – they just think it’s okay. A lot of people have spoken with her – 
even me, there was a day I spoke with her and she answered me rudely, so I just decided 
to leave her alone.  You know, if she wants to change she can.  There’s so much work to 
be done . . . she could have sold vegetables, fruit.  What I think is that she doesn’t want to 
do hard work to get money, she just wants to be given money.   
Interviewer:  Do you have any examples of girls who have been able to resist 
temptations? 
Beatrice:  I’ve not seen any.  Most of the time if you see a girl who has good 
manners, who doesn’t have babies or what not, you get to know this person and learn that 
she’s not from around here.  You know what wrecks them?  When they get their period 
and have their ngoma.  The only thing in their head then is marriage.   
Interviewer:  What happens at an ngoma?   
Beatrice:  I’ve not been to an ngoma, but I’ve been told about it.  I was told that 
when they get their period, they’re taught to get married, and when they’re married they 
have to have three men.  One has to be your real husband, but you need two others who 
aren’t your real husbands.  That way if anything happens with the man you’re living with, 
you still have two more to choose from—mafiga matatu (3 cooking stones). One is for 
your house, and those two outside are for money.  Ngomas happen when a girl gets her 
first period – fourteen, twelve, it just depends on their time.  When they arrive at the 
ngoma, every kind of a person is there – boys, girls, men, women, everyone.  All eyes are 
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on this girl, everyone is planning how they can get her.  The ngoma is how they advertise 
her.   
You know, I think everything depends on the family culture.  There are some 
who, if you take them to school, they’ll study really hard; but there are others that, 
because Sasema is remote and protected, even if they get a chance to go to Sasema they’ll 
just want to leave.  Then when they get a chance to go home, they’ll leave and never 
come back.  It all depends on whether they really want to come to school to study.  There 
are two groups of girls in this town: those who want to study and those who don’t.   And 
very few want to go to school; a huge percentage of them want to get married.   
Interviewer:  Growing up, were there any role models around you whose example 
you wanted to follow? 
Beatrice:  Yes.  There’s a big house there, there’s a Mchagga lady who doesn’t 
live there but her children do.25  She built a big house, it’s beautiful, and it’s for her 
children because she herself works in Dodoma.  All her girls have gone to school – and 
they’ve really studied.  And when you look at them, you realize they’re just so different 
from everyone else around here.  All the time they’re busy with their work – waking up 
in the morning, going to work, coming back in the evening.  You realize they’re working 
much differently from the other girls around here who roam around with no plans.  That’s 
the one thing I wish for:  To be like them, able to have my own job, able to support my 
family and anyone else who needs my help. 
                                                
25 The Chagga people, from the Mt. Kilimanjaro area, are known for being very entrepreneurial and highly 
educated.  This reputation is due, in part, to the comparatively long history of schooling in that area, 
leading to many high ranking, influential and otherwise visible Chagga people in a variety of sectors 
throughout Tanzania.   
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Interviewer:  One more question about where you grew up – is it safe for girls?   
Beatrice:  For a girl who understands herself, it’s safe.  But if you don’t know 
yourself very well, it’s not safe at all.  This is what I mean:  For a girl who was brought 
up well and knows herself, it’s a safe place.  Because she already knows herself 
(anajifahamu) and knows what she wants.  Because getting into relationships – you’re 
not really forced.  You may meet someone who wants you sexually, but it’s up to you to 
figure this person out and determine whether they’re telling you the truth or lying to you.  
So if you’re not clever, you’ll do whatever he wants you to do.  But if you know what 
you want and you say no, he won’t force you to do something you don’t want.  
Discussion of Beatrice Part Two  
 
Beatrice’s perception of young women’s lives in her neighborhood offers not only 
an illustrative comparison with her own life, but it stands in stark contrast to several 
elements of other participants’ lives, particularly with regard to safety and young 
women’s capacities to avoid sexual relationships.  Malaika endured a sexual assault after 
being drugged and other young women described having struggled through coercive or 
abusive relationships, sometimes off the record to Judith and me, as well as choosing to 
enter a relationship for various purposes.  One can imagine that Beatrice’s perception that 
a girl is safe “if she was brought up well and knows herself” would have been altered had 
she been raised by a mother who was a sex worker, as is the case with another life history 
interviewee, or had her mother become severely mentally ill when she was a still child, as 
in Malaika’s case.   In short, even though her family’s efforts at sheltering Beatrice seem 
to have been effective, her confidence in her ability to safely avoid relationships with 
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men, whether coercive or consensual, would likely be different if she had some 
experiences that other young women describe.  Nevertheless, Beatrice’s insights into her 
abilities to evade both exploitative and consensual relationships as having originated with 
her family underscore the symbiotic nature of family and schooling for young women’s 
well-being as well as identity formation.   
This section of Beatrice’s life history sets up Beatrice’s (and her family’s) 
positioning of schooling and sexual relationships as antithetical to each other.  
Furthermore, Beatrice, with her family’s insistence and assistance, has formed her 
identity in opposition to her neighbors’ ideals about young women’s lives.  Beatrice’s 
portrayal of young women in her neighborhood who embrace ngomas, sexual 
relationships and motherhood over schooling vividly exemplifies the ongoing tensions 
and choices that young women in Tanzania face.  I suggest these are choices that go as 
deep as one’s identity and that, for Beatrice, she has aspired toward an identity centered 
on schooling and a certain notion of independent, empowered modernity.  For Beatrice, 
this involves eschewing any romantic or sexual relationship until after schooling (as 
Sasema has taught).  But the young women in Beatrice’s surrounding neighborhood are 
those whose identities are centered on other notions of adulthood in which sexuality and 
motherhood play a more prominent role than schooling.  This stands in stark contrast to 
Beatrice, for whom schooling is so critical to her understanding of herself that she 
remembers the exact date she returned to Sasema after what she feared would be a 
permanent hiatus from schooling.  I return to this examine various ideas about modernity 
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and the notion that schooling and sexual relationships are necessarily mutually exclusive 
toward the end of Beatrice’s interview. 
Finally, this excerpt offers several examples that contribute to the ongoing 
discussion of how ubuntu and ujamaa, and more specifically how communities and 
families are a source of support, or not, for young women.  Presuming Beatrice’s family’s 
view on the danger of having an ngoma initiation, her parents’ creation of a set of rules 
with the purpose of keeping her set apart was in her best interest.  Yet in Beatrice’s 
retelling, her aunt, who seemed to enjoy a measure of financial security in comparison to 
Beatrice and her mother, offers no assistance or encouragement and is portrayed as 
devoid of any sense of familial obligation.  Beatrice goes so far as to recount her 
explanation to a curious priest about how her aunt, presumably able, has been unwilling 
to pay for her school.  It is this priest who eventually assists Beatrice in securing access to 
school via Sasema.  While this priest has been a source of information and support to 
Beatrice, this study has also revealed ways in which young women’s sense of agency is 
fostered by their religion, and our interview continues below with Beatrice’s explanation 
of the importance of religion in her family revealing another example of how she views 
her family as unique. 
Beatrice Part Three:  Perspectives on Sasema and Religion 
 
Beatrice:  The way I was brought up, well – for the other tribes, religion isn’t that 
important.  They value their tribal traditions more, like ngoma, even if they’re Christians 
and Muslims. You know, for those who aren’t from around here, you see those people 
going to church every Sunday.  Or you’ll see the Roman Catholics going on Saturday 
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evenings, meeting in small groups, going to church – you’ll see them getting 
confirmation.  But these people are different tribes.  For the local tribe, you just see them 
here and there and not making church a priority – they don’t have so much time for it.   
Religion in our family, it was given a big priority because my dad was a leader in 
the church.  And he wouldn’t ever understand if you said you didn’t go to church on 
Sunday.  He wanted us to go for confirmation, to sing in the choir.  He really delighted 
when we participated in church activities.  Even if there was any religious teaching – I 
remember when I was in Standard Four, I was taken to training with the Catholic nuns.  
We stayed for a week at the convent with the nuns.  And I’d say that my faith in God has 
increased because after my dad’s death, we really realized that God is real.  A human 
being will always die.  Now we pray a lot at home, we go to church, before eating and 
sleeping we pray and when we wake up we pray – sometimes we go offer prayers for my 
father at church.  Religion helps me live in a good way, to have a good environment, to 
have faith, to love others, to help others. 
Interviewer:  Okay.  Let’s talk about school.  When you were told you were going 
back to school, how did you feel? 
Beatrice:  I was so happy when I heard I was going back to school.  I really 
studied very, very hard.  Every time I got a report I was number one – you know even the 
lady who got me registered one day told me, “I didn’t know that there are people who 
aren’t in school who are as intelligent as you.”  I was yearning for school, and when I got 
the chance I didn’t miss it.  This was because I’d already given up.  I thought I’d never go 
back to school.  So when I heard I was going back to school, I thought this is my only 
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chance to work very hard and if I mess up I won’t get another chance.  That’s why I 
worked so hard.   
I felt happy and I felt different being back in school.  When I started at Sasema, 
my life changed.  I didn’t have the hardships I’d had at home.  For example, the food – 
you wake up in the morning and get breakfast.  In the afternoon you have food.  But you 
know the most important thing that God had helped me with is to really know why I was 
there.  And I wasn’t worried anymore.  When I was home, I used to worry all the time 
about how I’d get myself back to school.  I’d worry about other things, too:  I’d be going 
to bed and think, well, I’m going to sleep now but I don’t know if I’ll get food tomorrow.  
Sometimes I’d wake up and there was no tea – I’d have one meal the whole day.  But 
when I got to Sasema, I didn’t have to worry about any of that.   
When we got to Sasema, we were taught that we needed to live like relatives, a 
family, to love each other.  If someone came in with a different mindset, we figured she 
was just different from the rest and we’d help her conform to the ways there.  
Relationships between students and teachers were good.  Any teacher who worked at 
Sasema was told they weren’t allowed to have a sexual relationship with students.  If 
someone were to attempt that it was discovered, that teacher would be banished from 
school.  So before any teacher starts teaching at Sasema, they’re given a warning.  
Whenever we didn’t like a teacher, we’d report that s/he wasn’t being a good teacher and 
they’d change.  So the leadership of the school was very keen on that. 
Interviewer:  If you look back at life at Sasema, what stands out as important? 
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Beatrice:  It’s the education I’ve gotten, and how to do business.  Because we had 
that as a subject in class and we also practiced it, so that education about business has 
helped me because I know if I don’t do well in my schooling, I know how to start a 
business, how to look for capital and how to manage my business.  This is good 
knowledge to have.   
And life skills, it was a subject at Sasema, it also helps me.  It taught me how to 
live with the community.  Before I went to Sasema, I didn’t know how to live with other 
people because I was only used to living with my own family.  I used to go in and find 
that if people were a little bit different, I’d think they’re weird or that I didn’t understand 
them.  But at Sasema, we learned that if someone is different it’s okay; we can learn how 
to handle each other and can help people who have different attitudes.   
For example, when we were in Form Three, there were kids who came from many 
different tribes, like Maasai girls – different people.  These people came with different 
behaviors.  During meals we used to sit with ten people and we’d have two leaders, and I 
was one of them.  Everyone at that table was like our child.  Sometimes the food would 
be kept on the table, and they would just start grabbing food without any plan, they didn’t 
know how to wait to be given their food.  Sometimes they’d fight or insult each other.  
But if you’re the leader, you can’t become impatient.  You need to calm them.  You need 
to listen to everyone who is involved in any quarrel or disagreement. Then, after listening 
to both sides, you need to figure out a way of harmonizing the situation and making sure 
they live well together at school.  You have to explain that no one can be bullied even if 
they’re younger – older people must respect younger people, too, regardless of the age 
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differences.   We learned this from the school counselor who teaches us about life skills. 
Once you offer a solution, because they don’t know the environment that well, you need 
to instruct them on how to live.  You’re not supposed to say harsh words to your fellow 
student.  When someone is rude to you, be kind.  Ask for forgiveness if you have done 
something wrong.  If you’re not kind to them, as a mentor, they won’t show love back to 
you and they won’t have it between each other.  If you don’t love them, they won’t listen 
to you and they won’t like you.  You have to love someone if you’re going to correct 
them. 
Most of the students who come to Sasema are headstrong.26  But they realize that 
the rest of us believe in loving each other.  For example, if I have soap and my friend 
doesn’t have soap, I can just lend her soap.  Or if my friend is sick, I’ll wash and iron for 
her to show my love.  So they started changing, they changed.  So the way we corrected 
them, with love, and tried to help them understand with so much love – well, they 
changed and we’re all the same.  What is needed is to instruct students with care.  In life 
skills what I really learned is love, cooperation, and to live peacefully with my 
community, to support each other.  I learned to value and care for people.  And 
everywhere you go, people have their own cultures, different ways of living their lives.  
                                                
26 The Swahili word used here, particularly in Beatrice’s usage of this word in this context, doesn’t translate 
well.  Stubborn, headstrong –these words are appropriate translations, but don’t quite capture the entirety of 
what Beatrice was suggesting, which was that some of the students at Sasema show resistance, can be 
slightly rough, perhaps lack the kind of manners and acquiescence that are often associated with schooling 
and families with higher socio-economic statuses who typically access schools.  Interestingly, Beatrice’s 
description of some students at Sasema mirrors Malaika’s description of herself, for example how 
sometimes teachers’ expectations, reactions and rigidity made Malaika frustrated and resist.  Malaika’s 
related mention that the teachers ought to have been more understanding because they knew where Sasema 
students had come from also brings in the socio-economic status element:  Beatrice and Malaika’s accounts 
suggest that ways of relating to one another are rooted, in part, to one’s background – including family 
culture, neighborhood and socio-economic status.  
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In order to live well with different people, you need to be able to adapt to their values and 
cultures – that will help you live.  You also need to see if these are good things or bad 
things and copy the good things only.   
Discussion of Beatrice Part Three 
 
Beatrice’s thorough description of the environment, curriculum and pedagogies at 
Sasema contribute to this dissertation’s emerging portrait of the school as well as to 
several main arguments in this dissertation.  Beatrice describes the contrast between the 
anxiety she felt wondering where her next meal would come from at home and the 
freedom of having food security at Sasema.  This highlights both the nature of Beatrice’s 
previous vulnerability in the precarious nature of her life prior to Sasema as well as the 
possibilities a high quality boarding school experience holds to interrupt a stressful, 
precarious existence for marginalized youth, which in turn allows them to concentrate on 
their studies and thrive.  Unlike Malaika and Levina who had children at home while they 
were at Sasema, however, the boarding school model freed Beatrice to focus her attention 
nearly exclusively on learning.  Her mention of Sasema’s prohibition of sexual 
harassment reveals both how prevalent this is at other Tanzanian schools and her 
awareness of Sasema’s intentionality with regard to keeping students safe and free from 
pressures.  
Beatrice joins others in her use of the word “love” to describe the Sasema 
community, echoing the language of caring pedagogies examined in Chapter Two.  She 
offers a view of the mentorship program from the perspective of a mentor learning to care 
for younger students and points to the value of learning to live with a variety of different 
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people while using the terms “cooperation” and “family”.  Beatrice’s favorable framing 
of having learned to adapt to others is significant given her strong family influence which 
seemed to sometimes view others’ ways with suspicion.  Beatrice’s assessment of the 
value of living in Sasema’s nurturing community affirms the significance of ujamaa and 
ubuntu, and is an example of how students view their own well-being and identity as 
intricately tied to their sense of belonging and contributing to a valued community. 
While Beatrice values Sasema’s business curriculum, particularly the practical 
training aspect, for how it has equipped her for life beyond Sasema, she speaks most 
extensively about the value of the life skills curriculum and the school’s pedagogy of 
care.  The social and emotional learning these aspects of Sasema’s program generated 
are, to Beatrice, just as valuable as her academic and vocational knowledge and skills.  
Thus she joins Levina and Malaika in a growing consensus around the value of Sasema’s 
approach that focuses on the whole person.  The discussion about Sasema continues with 
a focus on the sexual education.   
Beatrice Part Four: Schooling, Sex, Consumption, Modernities and Aspirations 
 
Interviewer:  Did the counselor also teach you about sex? 
Beatrice:  Yes, but she didn’t tell us to go out and do it; she taught us how to 
avoid it.  She told us if it happens that you meet a guy who says he wants you, don’t 
unthinkingly give him a positive answer.  Also, be aware it could be dangerous, because 
some men may have more strength than you and in some situations there would be 
nothing you could do if he wanted to do something to you.  The best way is to answer 
people courteously – explain to them that if they really like you and you like them, they 
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can come home and meet your parents.  She taught us not to use rude language with 
boys.27  And you know at school, we have people who have sex, and some who have 
kids.  So she was always telling us that if you have a man who fathered your children, it 
depends if you’re still with this man or you’ve broken up (whether it’s a good idea to 
continue having a relationship with him).  If you’re still with this man and he has bad 
behavior, try to change him in one way or another, help him have good conduct.  But if 
you’ve broken up, you don’t need to give him another chance. 
Interviewer:  Were you taught how to protect yourself if you are having sex? 
Beatrice:  She called people from a certain organization, but I don’t remember the 
name, to teach us.  So they gave us a seminar, they trained us, they brought people from 
other schools – there was even a mixture of girls and boys.  We were taught it’s not ideal 
to start having sex when you’re young.  But if you’re already involved, you need to use 
protection so you won’t get diseases.  And if you’re a student, it’s best to wait. 
Interviewer:  Are there any other stories that you could share about this?   
Beatrice:  There’s something that has happened with one of the girls who 
completed Sasema.  She went to on study at a college, and she had a boyfriend who was a 
university student.  The bad thing was that she used to depend on this guy for everything, 
from eating to outfits.  She loves luxury. She eats chips, anything that she likes.  For a 
while this guy was with her, but then he dropped her and found another girlfriend. 
                                                
27	This inclusion in Beatrice’s account didn’t make much sense to me until Judith noted during our 
translation and transcription process that this is a commonly understood danger in Tanzania: Girls who 
come from rough backgrounds get educated and go home, run into boys, and there are stories of it 
becoming a dangerous situation if boys feel girls are insulting them.  Thus, according to Judith, for reasons 
of safety it’s important for girls who have gone to school to learn to get along with everyone, regardless of 
others’ educational levels. 
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For a while she was still in college, but then one day she lied to everyone and said 
that her father had died, even though her father was still alive.  She asked for 
contributions from everyone, she tried to get 50,000 shillings.  People contributed, and 
she got that amount.  A friend called me at college and said that Mercy’s father had died, 
and I was really shocked.  But when I went back home, I learned her father was alive!  
By then she had already left the college saying her father had died.  The rest of the 
students did their semester examinations, but she didn’t.  They even arranged for a date 
for her to go and sit for the exams, but she never went back to school.  They called for her 
at Sasema, but she never came.  I heard she’s going to witch doctors to try to win back 
the love of the man who broke up with her.  She just wasted people’s contributions on 
witch doctors!   
Interviewer:  What do you think made her want that life? 
Beatrice:  She has a desire for money.  You know, her mother and father are 
farmers. They sell crops; she even has younger siblings there, but she doesn’t want to live 
with them.  She loves town life.   
Interviewer:  How does someone resist a desire for money? 
Beatrice:  You need to be content with what you have.  You know, the world right 
now is spoiled.  We have a lot of diseases out there, and when you want someone’s 
money, he’s not going to give it to you for free.  There’s something he needs from you.  
When it comes to sex, there’s no way to know if someone is healthy.  You may have sex 
with him and then find out that he’s sick, and by then you’re sick too.  You could lose the 
value of your own body.   You could get sick and suffer for a very long time for such a 
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small amount of money.  So for me, when I think about that, and sometimes I see how 
HIV patients suffer, I examine the life I’m living, and I think: “I’m really okay.  What I 
have, what I don’t have, I’m just content.”   
Interviewer:  Beatrice, I understand relationships are often talked about because 
the girls need something.  I wonder if, at Sasema, you ever talked about relationships for 
love? 
Beatrice:  We’ve spoken about it – but it depends on the age that you started to 
love each other.  If you’ve studied, if you have enough education, if you’ve grown up – 
you have to evaluate this person:  Does he love you or does he just lust for you?  If he 
really loves you, it will be best if parents know so that other arrangements can be made.  
But if you love each other when you’re young, and you’re still in school, you have to tell 
your boyfriend to continue schooling and you yourself have to continue schooling.  Once 
everyone is educated, if this guy really loves you, he’ll wait for you.  If he doesn’t love 
you, when you tell him that, you’ll never see him again.  We were taught that a person 
who really loves you, you’ll know.  From his actions, you’ll know.  But someone who 
just lusts for you won’t go meet your parents if you ask him.     
Interviewer:  When you completed school and went back to your community, did 
they see you any differently? 
Beatrice:  Yes.  A lot of people asked me, “You’re done with school, but we don’t 
see you around.  Where do you go?”  Then I was doing entrepreneurship and computer 
skills, I’d leave in the morning and return in the evening.  They used to see me coming 
and going and they were surprised that, although I was done with Form Four, I wasn’t 
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getting married.  They thought I should get married after Form Four and that my job now 
would be to be married.  But I would tell them that I still haven’t completed my goals and 
that I’m young.  They would say, “What?  You’re this grown up and you still think 
you’re young?  After all, you’ve already completed Form Four and here people complete 
Standard Seven and they get married!”  So I’ll tell them, “Yeah, me, I still have some 
goals to accomplish.”  They tell me, “Wewe, acha kutuzungua” – “You – you’re not 
being real with me, stop making excuses!”  They think I’m different.  They’ll ask me, 
“What kind of school is this that you’re still not finished?  Why are you going to school 
every day?  Or maybe you think you’re going to go fly an airplane!?!”  (People think that 
to become a pilot requires the most training – they’re mocking her.)  I tell them, “No, if I 
reach my goals then you’ll see me at home.”  I’m used to this.  Sometimes I think that 
actually there’s something they want to learn from me, so I don’t find it a bother.  For 
those people, if they stop me on the road to ask me a question, I answer them nicely and 
then continue on my journey. 
Where I get on the dala dala, there were two boys who always made sure they 
were out waiting for me at the bus stand, and another one who waits for me on the road.  I 
pass by, he follows me and talks to me.  Sometimes I felt like they’re bothering me and I 
wouldn’t answer.  So he’d just be following behind me, talking and talking, and I’d just 
let him talk to himself.  He would do that until he was tired and then he’d go back.  And 
when I got to the bus station, I’d find the others standing there, telling me the same 
things. I’d try to explain my goals to them, but I realized that they don’t understand me.  I 
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just let them talk, they’ll get tired and leave me alone.  Eventually they categorized me as 
someone who wasn’t interested and left me alone.  
Interviewer:  Have you ever thought it would be nice to have a boyfriend? 
Beatrice:  I’ve never thought that.  I have seen guys come, tell me about how 
interested they are in me.  You tell them you’re in school, they ask me the level, I say I’m 
done with Form Four and am doing another training and they’ll be like, “Oh!  You’re 
already done with Form Four?  I want to marry you – forget about school!”  So I realize 
that this is not right for me, that this person doesn’t want the best for me.  He will also 
come and tell you, “You know, I want to come to your home, to marry you because 
you’re done with Form Four – I’ll take care of what you’ll eat and where you’ll sleep.  
Your education is enough.”  I remember there was a man I met during training who said 
he wanted to marry me.  He told me he didn’t want me to continue with school, to just get 
married.  I told him I can’t stop schooling, that I love schooling, and that I haven’t yet 
achieved what I want in my life.  He pursued me for a very long time, but in the end he 
realized that I wouldn’t go with him so he left me alone.  Another thing that makes me 
not listen to them is that I think of all the negatives about relationships:  disease and 
pregnancy.  If I get either of those two, I’m done.  I’m in school because I’m supported, 
and what would the people supporting me think if that happened?  Therefore I’m so 
careful.   
Interviewer:  The school that you’re in right now – how is life?   
Beatrice:  There are temptations of every kind.  I remember the first day, when I 
got to the college.  It was in the morning, I had my uniform on, I was going to class.  I 
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met a guy who is studying for his diploma – but you know, there were a lot of students 
going all around, and this guy came up and grabbed my hand.  But I didn’t know him.  I 
had heard he was a student, but he had an alcohol problem.  He grabbed my hand and 
said, “I love you, you’re beautiful, I want you to be my girlfriend.  I’ll give you 
everything you need.”  I told him, “Excuse me, brother.  When I left home, I came with 
one goal:  to study.  I didn’t come here looking for a relationship, I came here for school.  
So kindly forgive me, I haven’t even been in class one day and I don’t even know what 
teaching is.  You’ve done all of this and now you’re on for your diploma certificate.  But 
then you come and see me and try to tempt me?”  Then he looked at me and said, 
“Mdogo – young one – you’re very clever.  Go to class.”  So I left, I went to class.   
But because we are mixed – boys and girls – you know, you’ll find people having 
every type of relationship.  And in class, you realize that everyone is paired off.  You 
realize the next day that so and so has quarreled with a girlfriend, and now is with 
someone else in the same class – there’s quarreling.  Because we are mixed, you’ll find a 
lot of people with relationships and some fail because of other relationships.  So I learn 
from that.  There was another guy who followed me, and I told him:  “Do you know 
where I come from?  I’m married!  And this man is paying my school fees.  If you have 
the guts to pay my man all the money he’s paying for me, go do it and I’ll come to you 
then.”  So then men realize, and they stop following me.   
The thing that makes me so angry at school is these relationships.  Sometimes 
girls are in a relationship, and when they break up they cry because maybe the guy who 
broke up with her is now with someone else in the same class – they kind of rub it in the 
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other girl’s face in order to hurt her.  Sometimes a girl won’t study, she’s just thinking 
and crying.  This is one thing I really don’t like.  That’s why I’m asking God to 
strengthen me to stand (anisimamie - same verb used in msimamo) against having a man 
there.   
Some people think I’m different, some of them think I’m naive, but the truth is I 
know these things because of what we were taught at Sasema.  I think it is upbringing and 
also school.  You find someone who went to mixed boarding schools has learned this 
behavior at secondary school, and she comes with it to college.  And something else, at 
the college, we are different people.  We have those with a lot of money, and those who 
are poor.  Therefore, where we go to college, you’ll find a girl with a lot of pocket 
money, like 100,000 Tsh, who buys nice food.  But for us, we pay for the food at school, 
which is always ugali and beans.  But a girl who comes with a lot of money will misuse 
it, and at the end of day she’ll be broke, and then she’ll move from one guy to another.  
But for us, especially me from Sasema, I’m used to eating ugali and beans.  I don’t have 
any problems.  I have no cents in my pocket, just soap and pads from home, and that’s 
all.  Sometimes I’m sick and I don’t have a single cent – I have to call my mother for 
money but she may not have it, so I’ll ask a friend.  That’s how it is – it’s normal.  I have 
a good friend from Sasema and we see this as normal, we discuss it, how we see it as 
normal.  Others may eat chips kuku (chicken with French fries), but I’m fine with rice and 
beans.  This helps me.   
You know what I miss when I’m at home from that school?  Teaching.  In school 
we have teaching practice – so we take turns, so you’re given a topic to teach your 
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classmates.  So if it’s my time to teach, and you know, the way I’m short – when I go in 
front they sometimes tease me, but I don’t care.  I go up to the front, I divide the 
blackboard the way it should be divided, write the date and I start teaching.  So if it’s my 
turn to teach, I go through the topic, I find examination papers and get questions with that 
topic.  I teach the students; I love using participatory methods.  A lot of the students love 
my teaching methods – sometimes when the teacher isn’t in class, the other students will 
ask me to go to the front and teach them.  Even this morning, I got a message from other 
students that they miss me, they were asking me to come back.  Most Saturdays and 
Sundays I teach them in the morning.  I always tell them, “Tomorrow we have a period in 
the class that I’ll be teaching – anyone who feels like teaching is welcome.”  I give them 
the timetable, and the boys who stay far away from the campus love it so much that they 
come back to campus.  You know, the way I teach, when it comes for a test, when we’re 
tested with what we’ve learned – you won’t miss two or three questions of any of the 
topics I’ve taught.  So they like my teaching. 
Another example: we have been going for teaching practice.  We are teaching in a 
nearby school, and for some reason my teachers gave me a Standard Seven class.  In 
Standard Seven these students are big, most are taller than me.  But the great thing was 
that I controlled that class.  Even the teachers in that school were amazed because it was 
my first time, and it was the first time a practice teacher had ever controlled a Standard 
Seven class - those students are stubborn!  What happened was that I went to that class 
kwa msimamo (standing up) as a teacher.  But when I was outside of class, I was close to 
them and friendly.  But inside class, I was a teacher and they realized it.  They knew that 
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once I was in the class, it was serious and there was no joking around.  A lot of students 
who know me asked me where I got the courage to teach Standard Seven like I do when 
they can’t.  They said, “You’re young, but you can control a class with many students, 
many of whom are taller than you.  Where did you learn that?”  And I tell them that I was 
taught this in my O-level school.  I learned how to deal with people.  That is what helped 
me. 
Interviewer:  Can you say more about your future career plans?   
Beatrice: I’ll start by becoming a teacher, but eventually I want to be a school 
inspector for the government. 
Interviewer:  How about future marriage plans? 
Beatrice:  My husband will have to earn more than I do – it’s not like we can earn 
the same.  That means even if I have any problems, he’ll be able to help me.  And he has 
to be intelligent.  He can’t just have money without intelligence – no.  Even if he doesn’t 
have that much money, let him be a wise person.  You know, you can find someone with 
money but he may be a drunk – so the bottom line is, he’d have money but that money 
wouldn’t be of any profit to us.  I don’t want that kind of person – I want someone with 
goals.   
Interviewer:  The kind of man you want, the one you described, are they around? 
Beatrice:  Not where I live, they’re not there.  You know, the only place I’ve lived 
is Tembelea.  And I look at those guys, renting bicycles or running a kiosk – they smoke 
weed.  If you find someone who’s really working in my neighborhood, he works at a 
tobacco factory, it’s just those kinds of men who live in my neighborhood.   
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Interviewer:  When do you think it will be a good time to start a relationship? 
Beatrice:  When I’m done with school.  When I study, finish and get a job.  Even 
if a man comes and wants a relationship with me, he needs to follow all the proper 
procedures that will lead to marriage.  I will not become someone’s side dish.   
Interviewer:  When you decide to have a relationship, how will you protect 
yourself? 
Beatrice:  We’ll go to the hospital to be diagnosed if we’re well or if we’re sick.  
But you know, the other thing is that I’ll never know – a guy can pretend with you that 
he’s all settled, but if he goes out somewhere, he may not be really settled.  And it’s very 
true that not everyone who gets HIV is out there having relationships with other people – 
some get it in their own marriage.  When I think about that, I don’t know how to handle 
that.   
Interviewer:  Let’s talk about empowerment – when someone says you’re 
empowered, what do you understand this to mean? 
Beatrice:  You know, what I think is that this someone was supported to a certain 
level – that’s what I understand.  Maybe she was given education.  She was given 
education and this education has supported her to move from one level to another.   
Interviewer:  If we ask you whether Sasema has empowered you, what would you 
say? 
Beatrice:  Sasema has empowered me in things like how to live among people.  I 
got an education at a good level, and it has empowered me to know how to conduct 
business.  They’ve empowered me in a big way.  I mean, they gave me education both in 
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and outside of class, I learned about my environment and how to live with different 
people. 
Interviewer:  Do you want children in the future? 
Beatrice:  Yes, two.   
Interviewer:  Beatrice, pretend that you’re now a grandmother, say100 years old, 
and you sit down and tell your grandchildren the story of your life.  What are some things 
that you’d say? 
Beatrice:  I will tell my grandchildren about education.  I’ll tell them about how I 
went to school, how hard it was for me.  I’ll tell them to study hard because life is not 
easy.   
Interviewer:  What does education do in a girl’s life specifically? 
Beatrice:  I think education for a girl – it really helps them to a big extent.  A girl 
will stand up for herself (msimamo) in her own life.  Also, she won’t have a bunch of 
kids.  She’ll know if she has a lot of them she won’t be able to take them to school.  You 
know, if you find someone who’s well-educated, they’ll have at the most three or four 
kids.  But someone who hasn’t gone to school will have six or seven kids and won’t 
know what they’ll eat, with no plans for their lives, not knowing how they’ll dress these 
children and she won’t even care.  But someone who has gone to school will have used 
family planning.  Education is what will help me reach my goals.  Just education. 
Conclusion   
 
 In the final section of her life history, Beatrice offers her viewpoint on contested 
notions of modern femininity at work in Tanzania, notions in which consumption, 
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schooling and sexual relationships play key but contradictory roles.  On one hand, 
Beatrice describes a feminine modernity in which schooling is a portal to an independent, 
empowered life.  This involves, at least for the time that a young woman is in school, 
completely eschewing sexual relationships in the name of one’s schooling, health and 
future.  This also requires, by Beatrice’s own admission, a decision to be content with 
what one has: “Others may eat chipsi kuku [chicken and fries, considered an expensive 
meal], but I’m fine with rice and beans.  This helps me.”  For Beatrice, the choice is 
clear:  Until she is sure of her own place, both in relation to her own goals involving her 
education and in relation to being within a committed relationship, she must abstain lest 
she “become someone’s side dish”.   
 On the other hand, Beatrice describes a consumptive feminine modernity in which 
schooling is deeply intertwined with sexual relationships, which she described young 
women pursuing because they can offer desired (or needed) money or “luxury”.  Mojola 
describes this modernity as such: “Thus, being a modern young woman who went to 
school and consumed meant pursuing a relationship with a providing man . . .” (2014, p. 
103).  Mojola’s is but one of many studies that I have drawn on in a recent study of how 
peers influence secondary school students’ conceptualizations of and choices around 
sexual relationships in Tanzania (Willemsen & Ndesamburo Kwayu, 2016).  This article 
concludes with a description of how schooling in Tanzania is inextricably linked to 
“notions of consumptive modernity which are cultivated and valorized by peers and that, 
furthermore, youth frequently regard romantic, sexual relationships as a component of 
this modernity” (2016, conclusion section, para. 2).  Although Beatrice is careful to 
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distinguish herself from this type of consumptive femininity, her desire for a husband 
who earns more than she does raises questions regarding her ability to imagine a 
relationship in which a man does not retain the role of provider.  
 Beatrice’s discussion of other young women’s lives illustrates two abiding 
paradoxes about schooling, modernity and empowerment in Tanzania.  The first is 
revealed in Beatrice’s discussion of her neighbors in Tembelea, young women who had 
the opportunity to pursue schooling but, instead, chose ngomas, relationships and early 
motherhood.  For these particular young women, schooling is not their primary interest, 
nor likely a means to empowerment by Beatrice’s definition: “You find someone who’s 
been lucky enough to be taken to school by their parents, completed Form Four, and they 
still just get married.  So that education didn’t save her.”  In Beatrice’s telling, schooling, 
while available to these young women, is not highly valued and, consequently, of little 
use.  In Beatrice’s understanding, this is related to divergent notions of and orientations 
toward modernity, in which schooling beyond a certain level is at odds with what the 
community values for young women. 
The second is paradox is revealed in Beatrice’s discussion of her fellow female 
students at teacher training college, young women whose notions of schooling and 
empowerment may, presumably, be more akin to the prevailing narrative of 
empowerment through schooling.  Yet it is their schooling itself that, by entering a space 
in which certain norms of modernity that entail consumption are valorized, may put 
young women at risk for engaging in potentially risky sexual relationships as a means to 
an end.  In this case, schooling paradoxically and “inadvertently produced consuming 
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women and made it impossible for some young women to both pursue education and stay 
safe from HIV risk” (Mojola, 2014, p. 111, emphasis in the original).  Thus schooling, 
due to its enmeshment with certain gendered and consumptive norms, may put young 
women at risk as much as, or rather than, empowering them.   
In contrast, Beatrice’s own life history may be read as an exemplar of the 
narrative of empowerment through schooling.  I suggest that for this to have become so, 
she has benefitted greatly from a combination two things: Sasema and her family.  
Beatrice’s identity and outlook was, from her earliest years, shaped by a supportive 
family toward a cultivating deep faith in schooling as a means to a better life.  Beatrice 
then had the rare advantage of a supportive school community that, beyond providing for 
her material needs for the first time since her father had died, offered a robust life skills 
curriculum emphasizing social, emotional and sexual education alongside academic and 
vocational education, all with a pedagogy of care akin to an enactment of ujamaa.   
Despite the many strengths Beatrice exhibits, I wonder about her future.  Given 
the conditions she will likely encounter as a primary school teacher, will she be able to 
extend the ethos of ujamaa to students in her own classroom and employ more active 
pedagogies similar to what she experienced at Sasema?  Will she, after many years of 
actively avoiding relationships, find a way to experience mutual and exclusive love in the 
form Sasema taught her is possible and to seek?  In what ways will this young woman, 
already with a highly developed sense of agency and her own empowerment through 
schooling, come against entrenched inequalities oppressive structures that attempt 
barricade her way?  While I can offer no definitive answer, I do offer readers an update 
  268 
on Beatrice, as well as Malaika and Levina, in the following the conclusion of this 
dissertation, to which I now turn.   
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Chapter Eight:  Conclusion 
 
 
Sasema and Life History Interviewees in 2016 
 
I complete this dissertation at a time of celebration and grief for Sasema and the 
life history interviewees.  The school continues to do well, with more students passing the 
national exam at higher rates with each subsequent graduating class.  In addition, the 
campus is complete; Vera remains at the helm of the life skills program; and the garden, 
poultry project, activities such as athletics and the anti-ivory club, mentorship – all the 
programs I described in Chapter Four— continue.  It is a thriving school community.  
Furthermore, the young women in this study, when Judith spoke to them in January, 
talked about how they valued their continued relationships with the school, as Vera and 
others are in frequent contact. 
These bonds were affirmed by a recent tragedy.  One of the young women in this 
study, Riziki, died unexpectedly at the beginning of March after experiencing a sudden 
medical emergency of unknown cause.  At the time, she was with another of the young 
women in this study, a close friend of hers, who suffered immensely from the shock.  So, 
too, did Levina, who, while on rotation at the hospital for her nursing training, happened 
upon her classmate and friend’s body.  In the days that followed, five of the young 
women life historians spoke with Judith, sharing their trauma and grief.  Some also 
returned to Sasema, where they received counseling from Vera, herself in grief.    
Although we had known Riziki only briefly, Judith and I were in grief as well.  
Judith had spoken to her only two weeks prior, and she recalled her laughter on the phone 
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that day, how Riziki had teased Judith and asked about her son.  Upon hearing the news, I 
realized that on the day she passed away, I had been working on Chapter Four, a portion 
of this dissertation which draws heavily on her insights and stories.  I had been 
speculating about her future.  It was, and still is, inconceivable to me that Riziki has no 
future.  I returned to her interviews and my notes, reading them in an altered state.  Her 
warmth, wit and optimism shone through.  She had been thriving, had everything at her 
fingertips, was focused, content and grateful for the life she had.  The surge of grief I felt 
at the fundamental frailty of life, particularly for women in places where access to health 
care is elusive, remains.  There is no closing I can offer here other than to say Riziki’s life 
and death has shaped the lives of the other life history interviewees, the Sasema 
community, this dissertation and the way I think about research and empowerment in 
ways that I do not yet fully understand. I am grateful to have known her.   
So, too, am I grateful to have known the six other life history interviewees, all 
young women whose lives, while not easy or without burden, have a sense of momentum 
and a brightness that is palpable.  Each of these young women, in different ways, has 
drawn upon her schooling to create goals and exert agency toward achieving them, and 
each considers herself, to varying degrees, empowered or in the process of becoming 
more empowered.  Consider Levina, who as of January 2016 was still a nursing student: 
She related to Judith that she is working very hard in her studies and is again in a 
relationship with her daughter’s father.  Or Beatrice, who is excelling in her teacher 
training course and will graduate within a month, remains decidedly single and recently 
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created a unit on HIV prevention for her primary school students.  Despite having had to 
overcome significant difficulties, both of these young women’s futures appear promising.   
Malaika, whose life history offered less certainty or resolution, appears to be on 
less solid ground. Her aspirations to open a hair braiding salon were abandoned when her 
relationship with her boyfriend, Benedicto’s father, crumbled, and she decided to move 
back to Tembelea, the neighborhood where she and Beatrice grew up and where her elder 
son lives.  A further indication that she aspired to start anew came when Malaika called 
Judith to say that she had changed her phone number, offering Judith her new contact 
information.  Currently she is drawing on her Sasema vocational education to conduct a 
business selling food.  Thus, while Malaika is clearly exercising agency and is 
improvising to take care of her family, the extent to which she is well, or the extent to 
which she feels she belongs or is hopeful and planning for her future, remains unknown, 
thus symbolizing the contingency and partiality of empowerment processes absent 
sufficient structural and relational support.  At the same time, Malaika’s strength, 
intelligence, resilience, determination and lack of self-pity, some of which were 
cultivated at Sasema, all point to the possibility that she will find a way to navigate 
through these difficulties and build the kind of life she hopes for herself and her children. 
Overview of Study  
 
This dissertation has explored the nexus of schooling and empowerment for 
young women in Tanzania through a methodological combination of an ethnographic 
examination of Sasema, an empowerment-oriented secondary school for young women 
who have been labeled as marginalized, and life histories of seven young women who 
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attended it.  Chapters One, Two and Three introduced this study, contextualized this 
study within several bodies of literature and offered a description and rationale for this 
methodological approach.  In the first chapter, I presented the trope of education and 
women’s empowerment and revealed how, paradoxically, at a time of girls and women 
gaining unprecedented access to schooling worldwide, indicators suggest corresponding 
advances in gender equality and female empowerment have yet to be realized.  I 
introduced this study, an examination of schooling and empowerment, from the view of 
one school and seven young women’s lives in Tanzania, as aimed at contributing to our 
understandings of why this may be.  I introduced my historical relationship with 
schooling in Tanzania as well as the school site and young women who are subjects of 
this study.    
Chapter Two situated this study in a review of relevant literature, including 
literature examining the history and present-day conditions of schooling in Tanzania, and 
three groups of scholarly perspectives on development, female empowerment and 
schooling.  From the first perspective, which I termed schooling for development, 
scholars work to ensure girls and women have access to schooling as well as measure the 
social and economic impacts of education.  These scholars, however, have historically 
viewed development and empowerment as both nearly interchangeable terms as well as 
automatic outcomes of girls gaining access to school.  In contrast, the second group of 
scholars, schooling for empowerment scholars, offer more extensive theorizations of the 
nature and processes of empowerment as well as analyze and critique pedagogies, 
structures and norms that constrain female empowerment within and through schooling.  
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Some schooling for empowerment scholars examine schools or programs that are 
considered empowering for girls and women, and such studies contribute to the third 
body of literature, quality schooling for girls, which is a diverse group of scholarly work 
that examines the ways in which schooling can be made more empowering for girls and 
women in the Global South.   
I charted the methodological approaches employed in this study in Chapter Three.  
I examined my positionality and the ethics of conducting this research, offered a 
description of my data sources and the ways in which I undertook analyses.  I outlined 
the rationales for conducting a methodological hybrid of an ethnographic exploration of 
Sasema and life history interviews with former Sasema students, and examined how I 
undertook this task.  I introduced the distinction between analysis of narratives and 
narrative analysis (Polkinghorne, 1995) and offered my rationale for attempting to 
privilege narrative analysis in this study.  I concluded by discussing validity concerns and 
limitations of this study.   
The subsequent four chapters presented the findings of this study.  Chapter Four 
examined the intensive and extensive nature of Sasema’s programming targeting social, 
emotional, academic, vocational and physical learning.  I showed how specific curricula, 
pedagogies and practices resulted in valued social and emotional learning for the young 
women in this study who viewed this learning as just as critical to their well-being as 
academic or vocational learning.  In particular, I examined the life skills program at 
length by drawing on the perspectives of the school counselor, life history interviewees’ 
experiences, my own observations and a Sasema life skills document.  I described how 
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caring pedagogies and practices that intentionally cultivate supportive, family-like 
relationships assist young women in conceptualizing themselves in valuable ways.  I 
argued that, at Sasema, such pedagogies arise from a hybrid of influences but are 
considerably aligned with, and may arise from, indigenous notions of ujamaa and ubuntu.  
As such, this dissertation joins other recent calls for expanded conceptualizations of 
educational quality (see DeJaeghere, Pellowski Wiger & Wangsness Willemsen, 2016).   
In Chapters Five, Six and Seven, I employed a life history lens to examine how 
young women view this schooling as having changed their live in significant ways, 
including whether and how it has fostered processes of empowerment both within school 
and in their lives beyond school.  I analyzed young women’s narratives for themes via 
interspersing three life histories with brief discussion sections aimed at relating 
individuals’ stories and corresponding themes to others’ as well as to the literature 
examined in Chapter Two.  At the same time, I attempted to employ a form of narrative 
analysis (Polkinghorne, 1995) by offering three young women’s life histories, in their 
voices and the voices of their significant others, as cohesive wholes, representing a form 
of narrative knowledge related to, yet distinct from, the paradigmatic knowledge favored 
in most research on schooling.  Thus, the fifth through seventh chapters of this 
dissertation, in which the life histories of Levina, Malaika and Beatrice are presented, 
offer readers hybridized views into the lives of young women attempting processes of 
empowerment as cultivated, in part, by their experiences at Sasema school.  This 
hybridity, I assert, has been well-suited for creating space for the emergence of 
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unforeseen themes and nuances less examined in prevailing notions and processes of 
empowerment through education, themes which I examine in the following sections. 
Examining Empowerment 
 
 At the outset of this dissertation, I offered a broad, working definition of 
empowerment as a process that expands one’s ability to influence one’s life.  While all 
seven young women in this study described their schooling at Sasema as having assisted 
in processes of change that, by such a definition, would be considered empowerment, a 
closer analysis of three young women’s life histories reveals variations on the degree to 
which, ways in which and reasons for which that is the case.  Thus, through an analysis of 
the narratives young women present about their lives as well as their reflections on the 
meaning of empowerment, this dissertation has revealed a variety of significant forces at 
work in young women’s lives that work alongside or against processes of empowerment 
through schooling, as well as definitions of the concept itself, some of which I explore 
here, while others I examine in the section on areas of further research.   
In particular, this study has revealed how family, including nuclear and extended 
family, is foundational to processes of women’s empowerment and, conversely, can serve 
as disempowering forces in young women’s lives such that even the most supportive 
school contexts may not be sufficient to overcome marginalization.  While all three of the 
focal young women had experienced some form of trauma, abuse, neglect or exploitation 
at the hands of extended family members, the two young women who expressed the most 
optimism and contentment with their lives, Levina and Beatrice, had the benefit of strong 
connections with family, particularly their mothers.  For these young women, belonging 
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and contributing to their families, as well as in the Sasema community which served as 
their family in loco parentis, was integral to expanding their notions of themselves and 
supporting their well-being.  As something of a counter example, Malaika did not 
experience extensive support from her family, and in fact had no family member upon 
whom she could rely.  Perhaps relatedly, Malaika found it more difficult to fully belong 
at Sasema and she left school more than a year before graduating.  The notion that family 
continues to play a critical role in students’ well-being and empowerment, even with the 
presence of extensive programming to meet young women’s needs, is affirmed by Vera: 
I’m now working in a school environment, but I feel like, on the parents’ level, 
they need this also, because if you do this only for students, what do the parents 
have?  What a student knows comes from what the parents believed.  When we 
teach about this student becoming empowered, it can contradict the parents 
because some don’t have this belief.  So if you educate this group, in order for 
them not to have a lot of obstacles – the two groups should be educated. 
 
The practices at Sasema designed to provide a caring, protective, family-like atmosphere 
further underscore Sasema’s leadership’s understanding of the significance of family in 
young women’s lives.  Malaika’s, Beatrice’s and Levina’s life histories demonstrate how 
young women’s experiences of processes of empowerment through schooling are related 
to their level of belonging in Sasema’s school ‘family’.  Likewise, the extent to which 
they are able to carry out, actualize or embody the processes of empowerment cultivated 
within their schooling once they are beyond the school walls is related to their belonging 
in, and support from, their actual families.   
 Relatedly, this study has revealed how communities play varying but significant 
roles in young women’s processes of empowerment.  Community members’ advocacy 
and support made all the difference at several key moments in young women’s 
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childhoods, for example by allowing them to escape abuse, avoid a dangerous abortion or 
return to school.  Conversely, community members’ discouragement and disdain can be 
significant barriers toward empowerment through schooling.   For example, community 
discouragement weighs heavily on young women like Beatrice whose educational and 
relational aspirations are at odds with those of most young women around her.  
Significantly, Beatrice is one of the few young women in the larger evaluation sample to 
describe avoiding telling her neighbors about her schooling aspirations for fear of 
becoming a target of witchcraft.  Although Beatrice’s attempts in escaping the prevailing 
logic of her neighborhood are bolstered by her family and Sasema, she exerts significant 
amounts of time and energy in distinguishing herself and ensuring she does not “become 
someone’s side dish.”   
Beyond illustrating the foundational need for belonging, young women’s life 
histories reveal ways in which various roles of family and community in students’ well-
being, and in processes of empowerment vis-a-vis schooling, simultaneously reinforce 
and complicate notions of ujamaa and ubuntu.  Many stories within the life histories 
comprising this study illustrate how the familial, community and schooling relationships 
in which these young women are intertwined and embedded can and do ameliorate their 
marginalization (see also DeJaeghere, Pellowski Wiger & Wangsness Willemsen, 2016, 
for further discussion of this from a slightly different perspective).  At the same time, 
other stories reveal how such relationships may exacerbate young women’s vulnerability 
when the protective, moral frameworks underpinning ujamaa and ubuntu are not in place 
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within particular relationships.  Such occurrences within these life histories are often 
connected to abuses of power involving money, sex or physical violence.  
Relatedly, this dissertation has illustrated several specific and vivid examples of 
young women’s vulnerability.  Even as I have attempted to emphasize young women’s 
improvisational skills and agency, and how they are not, and have not been, merely 
victims of a set of oppressive circumstances, engagement with these life histories requires 
acknowledgement that, in many ways, these young women at times experienced various 
forms of extreme vulnerability, as may be expected given the population Sasema has 
sought to serve.  All seven young women described lives impacted with various 
combinations of poverty, hunger, disenfranchisement from schooling, physical, sexual or 
emotional abuse, rape, inability to access inheritance or other forms of oppression based 
on their gender, schooling status, socio-economic status, ethnicity and/or age.  
Furthermore, this vulnerability was often explained and experienced corporeally:  For 
many of these young women, their bodies and minds had been undernourished, and some 
had been consumed by others.  This notion of overcoming bodily vulnerability is 
mirrored in those notions of empowerment, which I now turn to examine, which evoke 
images of corporeal strength and standing up.  
This study has sought to give voice to the concept of empowerment as viewed from 
these particular young women.  While many definitions the young women offered when 
asked to describe empowerment, for example being helped to secure access to schooling 
or a measure of economic well-being, mirror what is often considered instrumental 
empowerment in ways that are well-aligned with prevailing notions in the larger global 
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discourse on gender, development and education, there were several other key concepts 
that emerged from a more thorough engagement with their stories and analyses of what 
they had learned at Sasema.  Namely, young women used a variety of Kiswahili terms 
that illustrated more robust notions of well-being and empowerment involving intrinsic, 
relational and even physical conceptualizations. The translation of these terms conjures 
notions of depending on oneself, believing in oneself, self-discovery, being daring, 
knowing how to live well with people and knowing how to stand on one’s principles.  
Thus, while it is impossible to reduce these notions to one exact definition, what emerges 
is a portrait of empowerment through schooling that is intensely psychosocial and even 
physical. The psychosocial aspects of empowerment are noted in many of the concepts 
above, such as learning to believe in oneself and, importantly, to live with others.  The 
life histories underscore how belonging with and to others is inextricably linked to well-
being.     
The existence of a physical dimension to young women’s conceptualizations of 
empowerment was evident in several ways:  First, the way in which young women often 
described empowerment entailed an image of moving from one place to another, which in 
their life histories often meant a geographic move away from physical, sexual or 
educational vulnerability toward physical security; second, the repeated use of the term 
“msimamo”, derived from the Kiswahili verb meaning “to stand” and conjuring an image 
of strength, fortitude, being principled and confident and embodying self-assuredness; 
and third, the ways in which the notion of empowerment is often intertwined with an 
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ability to exert agency over one’s body and one’s future with regard to sexual 
relationships and reproduction, areas that are of great concern to these young women.   
This corporeal aspect of empowerment was also highly evident in Vera’s description of 
how she encourages empowerment in young women in Sasema’s life skills program: 
When we teach these girls, our first goal is for them to believe in themselves and 
to engage in self-discovery, so that they know their rights, and can also achieve 
their goals, because some of these girls who come here have given up on life.  
Therefore, if a student starts here and graduates, it will be gratifying to know that 
we’ve moved her from one place to another: for her to know herself, to believe in 
herself, to be able to stand on her own, to stand on her own ground (msimamo), be 
able to stand in front of others and express herself.  If she can express herself, 
explain a problem and advocate for herself, she will be able to defend herself if 
someone wants to oppress her.  She can say, “Me, I’m not ready to do this”.  She 
can negotiate.  If we achieve that, we’ve already created a path for her.    
 
Vera’s holistic description draws on instrumental, intrinsic, relational, physical and even 
legal notions of empowerment, notions which she suggests are strengthened through 
schooling at Sasema.   
If pressed to present something approaching a summative description of 
empowerment from the view of these young women, I would draw on the young 
women’s language to offer up not a bounded definition but an image.  This is an image of 
a young woman, mtu mwenye msimamo, someone who stands with self-assuredness, 
conviction and resolve.  She does not stand alone – rather, she stands in the company of 
others, perhaps her family, friends and community, who both support and are supported 
by her.  She may also stand daringly, in defiance of those who would not support her or 
her future goals.  This woman draws upon all her life experiences, her schooling, her 
triumphs and even those that have been difficult, to construct a new way of being in the 
world.  As one young woman in this study who had experienced significant trauma 
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explained, “My stand, my confidence comes from the kind of life I’ve lived.  You know, 
if you have just a good life, it’s not very easy to be msimamo in your life.  So because of 
how my life went, I was able to learn to stand on my own.”  In my image as in this 
example, the young woman gains strength and the ability to view herself in a new way 
from the care and love she has experienced in belonging and contributing to a supportive 
school community – as such, she is standing firm, living well with others, embodying 
empowerment. 
Reflections, Implications and Looking Ahead 
 
At nearly every point in this research process, from its conceptualization and 
framing, to data collection to analysis and presentation, I encountered opportunities to 
significantly narrow the focus of this study.  For instance, while coding interviews it was 
easy to envision how this study might exclusively examine relationships with teachers, or 
with peers or with boys and men.  I could have focused on one aspect of the Sasema 
curriculum to the exclusion of others, or concentrated more narrowly on young women’s 
childhoods or future aspirations.  I might have used the young women’s life history 
interview data to paint a convincing picture of what Sasema does or does not do well. Yet 
at each point in this process, I attempted to adhere to my instinct and commitments that 
nudged me to stay open, despite the disorderliness it posed for the purposes of my own 
project, to all that young women’s lives brought to my larger project, and in fact, to 
continually make young women’s lives themselves the centerpiece of this study.  After 
all, human lives are not neatly bounded; they are contradictory, messy, always in 
transition and tension, and it is impossible to reduce them to simple equations of cause 
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and effect, or cost and benefit.  While this risked offering readers fewer thematic 
convergences, it is my hope that this dissertation, in hewing closely to these young 
women’s own views of their lives, has offered rich and varied accounts of processes and 
notions of empowerment through schooling.  
This study has revealed several areas of further exploration in which I hope to 
eventually contribute to the conversation.  First, in an unexpected finding that exemplifies 
the dissonance between international development discourse and life as it is lived by 
targets of development initiatives, young women’s life histories frequently referenced the 
importance that religion played in their lives.  While differing perceptions of God, 
notions of faith and sense of providence impacting life trajectories emerged, all 
participants save one -- Muslim and Christian alike -- described God as playing a central 
role in their lives.  Furthermore, these young women often described a combination of 
faith, schooling, family and/or community support, and their own effort as forming the 
basic ingredients of their processes of their empowerment.  Thus, a significant question 
that has emerged from a closer inspection of these young women’s life histories is:  What 
role does faith play in young Tanzanian women’s conceptualizations of their 
empowerment?  While Stambach (2009) has discussed the interplay between religion and 
schooling in Tanzania, a more thorough examination of role of faith in notions of 
empowerment, including those through schooling, is warranted.  Borrowing from 
anthropology of religion, such an analysis would do well to consider both African 
spiritualities, such as ubuntu, as well as more recent cultural and religious phenomena 
including various evangelical and prosperity-gospel revivals prevalent in Tanzania today.  
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Future analyses attentive to the conceptualizations of processes and outcomes of female 
empowerment may require a more comprehensive attention of the role of faith than is 
typically found in literature in related to education, gender or development. 
Secondly, this dissertation has affirmed the potential that care in educational spaces 
holds for supporting and transforming young people.  At Sasema, it is clear that 
practicing and experiencing care enhances students’ own well-being, healing and perhaps 
empowerment.  The way in which young women described how their belonging and 
contributing to a caring school community led to their empowerment is expressed 
beautifully by the ubuntu notion that “I am human because I belong, I participate, I 
share” (Brock-Utne & Lwaitama, 2015, p. 341).  What currency this indigenous 
conceptualization may have in other Tanzanian secondary schools beyond Sasema, or in 
other schools beyond Tanzania, I am not sure.  Yet whether my future work continues to 
be focused on Tanzania or shifts, as it has in the past, to classrooms in the United States 
or beyond, I hope to continue to examine and bring attention to this critical component of 
teaching and learning.  In this aspiration, I recall a conversation I had with the late Dr. 
Heidi Ross,28 the noted theorist and researcher of gender, education and empowerment, in 
which she encouraged me to bring critical feminist perspectives to examinations of care, 
stating her belief that this is an under-theorized, under-examined area.  Likewise, there 
are numerous other potentially illustrative theoretical and empirical perspectives that I 
have not drawn on here, for example examinations of non-cognitive factors in schooling 
                                                
28 Our conversation was held in October of 2014 at the regional conference of the Comparative and 
International Education Society in Bloomington, Indiana.     
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(Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Eccles, 2009; Farrington et al., 2012; Walton & Carr, 2012), 
which I also see as having great potential to add to our understandings.   
Relatedly, as the importance of family and community emerged repeatedly from all 
life histories, several other young women’s stories which are not related here focused 
more centrally on the importance of their friends, their peer relationships, to their well-
being.  While this is an area that I have recently explored with regard to young people’s 
sense of agency in and around sexual relationships (Willemsen & Ndesamburo Kwayu, 
2016), it seems that there is much more work to be done delineating how peers, perhaps 
uniquely, may shape experiences of schooling, and perhaps processes of empowerment 
through schooling.  Likewise, similar questions may be extended toward relationships 
between teachers and students.   
To introduce the fourth area of further research, I draw upon an excerpt from an 
interview with Vera in which she describes what she likes most about her job but reflects 
on what else is needed: 
I like what I’m doing.  I like making someone realize what is in her.  But I wish 
that I could do this for different groups of people. . . I’d like to do education with 
boys.  Because we teach girls, but with boys, I really want to see how they take an 
empowered girl – what level do they pursue them, how do they see them?  
Because you have an empowered girlfriend, you’re also an educated boyfriend – 
what challenges do you have?  The boys need to tell us that, because many times 
now you’ll find that many boys now don’t want to marry educated girls, because 
they feel like there is a lot of competition in the house.  And do you know, these 
African boys know how to manipulate and have their houses and be respected, 
and now these women are coming up, knowing each and every thing and (she 
assumes a man’s voice here)– “You want to take my position as a man of the 
house?!  No!”  This is something we need to educate these youth – if we’re 
getting the girls, also not just the girls.  The boys have something to say, we need 
to hear from this side.  When these two groups meet, they may contradict in some 
ways, it’s true – we don’t know how the boys are taking it.  So the boys, I think 
we’re forgetting them, it’s another group which needs attention.  They’re being 
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contradicted with different information, this way and that way.  They need this 
education.  The parents and the boys need this education.  
 
In this interview excerpt, Vera reveals the limitations of even the most intensive 
empowerment initiatives if gender continues to be conceptualized only in terms of 
including or empowering females: engaging with notions of masculinities must be part of 
the conversation and work as well.  Vera’s discussion points to how, to do otherwise, 
risks a backlash and potentially truncated, anemic ‘empowerment’ experienced solely an 
individual level.  Thus, Vera reveals how, even with empowerment through schooling, 
barriers such as gendered norms and a lack of support remain and need attention.   
For all the impressive work the Sasema faculty and the young women themselves 
have done, Vera’s assessment underscores the influence family (the foundation of young 
women’s lives) and men (oftentimes the future for young women’s lives) continue to 
have on young women’s relational, emotional and physical well-being.  Empowerment is 
likely to remain contingent, partial and limited until and unless it is confirmed, supported 
and actualized in relationships and experiences, both within school ane beyond.  This 
notion is well-supported by Levina, Malaika and Beatrice’s life histories, as well as the 
devastating loss of Riziki.  The life histories of seven young women who attended 
Sasema suggest that processes of empowerment can be cultivated through a particular 
kind of supportive schooling and, furthermore, can be carried and enacted beyond the 
school.  However, the well-being and empowerment of any young woman remains 
inextricably intertwined with the well-being of, and support offered by, others in her life.  
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Appendix A:  NVivo Codes 
Codes and sub-codes Codes and sub-codes 
Aspirations Modernity 
create family conceptualizations of educated girls or women 
educational aspirations kucheza ngoma 
help community notions of femininity 
help family Tensions 
independence Other narrators' accounts 
vocational aspirations Boyfriend 
Challenges Mother 
childhood vulnerability Religion 
death or illness of parent Gratitude 
health challenges Hope 
lack of knowledge morality tied to religion 
poverty Prayer 
sexual assault Providence 
trauma Romantic or sexual relationships 
unplanned pregnancy boyfriend stories 
violence or abuse challenges with 
Empowerment desire for intimacy 
agency plans for 
kudhubutu supportive relationships 
kujiamini transactional sex or means to money or security 
kujitegemea Schooling 
kuwa msimamo Academics 
kuweza kuishi na watu wengine business or entrepreneurship training 
Family caring environment 
    advocacy, care, support, love Counseling 
aunt stories life skills 
being a mother Mentorship 
conflict primary school descriptions 
description views on education 
father stories Strategies 
grandmother stories being proud 
love for child or children Deception 
material or financial support delaying relationships 
mother stories keeping options open 
Impacts of schooling Planning 
 knowledge prioritizing schooling 
ability to live in community Saving 
business skills seeking community support 
communication skills seeking family support 
confidence working hard 
self-worth  
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Appendix C:  Study Timeline 
 
Task Beginning Date Date Completed  
(or anticipated end 
date) 
Submitted request to use MCF and Sasema Life 
skills study data in dissertation – Received 
permission to go forward  
 May 2014 
Discussed research with Sasema school officials, 
NGO staff  and potential research participants – 
Received invitation to continue to with this plan 
 May 2014 
Passed preliminary oral examination  May 2014 
Secured IRB research clearance  October 2014 
Secured initial COSTECH (Tanzanian research 
body) research clearance 
 December 2014 
Secured research assistant  January 5, 2015 
Prospectus Meeting  January 27, 2015 
Re-contacted potential research participants  February 1, 2015 
In Tanzania: 	 	
Ethnographic Observations 
• Observe classes and participate in daily 
life at Sasema  
• Observe homes, communities and current 
schools of graduates 
• Produce additional memos and 
ethnographic field notes 
February 15, 
2015 
March 15, 2015 
Conduct Interviews 
• 7 graduates (in Kiswahili) 
• Their families and close associates (in 
Kiswahili) 
• Sasema teachers (in Swahili and English) 
February 15, 
2015 
March 15, 2015 
• Complete translation of any Kiswahili 
interviews so English recordings (and 
some transcriptions) exist of all interviews 
• Initial transcription  
• Initial memoing 
• Initial analysis with Judith 
February 15, 
2015 
March 15, 2015 
In Minnesota:   
• Further memoing and analysis 
• Coding all interviews and field notes in 
NVivo 
 
March 15, 2015 
 
January 15, 2016 
Write Dissertation 
• Analysis 
May 2015 March 2016 
  303 
• Secondary Coding 
• Writing 
• Rewriting 
• Revision 
• Editing 
Revising and Editing Completed Draft of 
Dissertation 
March 2016 April 2016 
Dissertation Defense  April 26, 2016 
Dissertation Submission  May, 2016 
 
 
 
